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Acronyms and Abbreviations
ADC

Aid to Dependent Children program
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Aid to Families and Dependent Children program

CAAP

California Adult Assistance Program

CCT

Conditional Cash Transfer
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Coordinated Entry

CNC

Care not Cash

GA

General Assistance

HAS

Human Services Agency

HRS

Homeless Response System

HSH

The Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing
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Problem Solving Services

SRO

Single Resident Occupancy Unit

SSI

Supplemental Social Security

TAY

Transitional Age Youth

UBI
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Abstract
To combat conditions of poverty, government and non-profit institutions facilitate welfare
programs that target conditions such as health, food, education, or income. Programs that offer
income assistance in the form of cash transfers communicate political and cultural attitudes
about who is deserving of aid, and who is not deserving. The more spending freedoms cash
transfer programs offer their beneficiaries, the more strictly they target populations that are
considered worthy of assistance. A review of cash transfer programs reveals that people
experiencing homelessness are culturally viewed as the most undeserving of government
assistance. Unhoused people are routinely excluded from welfare programs that apply cash
transfers, especially programs with fewer restrictions on spending and participation. Using my
experience as a manager of a conditional cash transfer program for people who are homeless, I
discuss how cash transfers contradict systemic mistrust. I review literature on cash transfers in
the U.S. and abroad to investigate their outcomes; not only how recipients personally
benefited, but also how outcomes validate or invalidate perceptions of deservingness. The
success of unconditional cash transfer programs can help dispel long-held conceptions that
people who are unhoused are more undeserving of cash assistance. Since there are virtually no
studies on unconditional cash transfers that target people who are homeless specifically, my
findings are derived from interviews, literature and program reviews, and personal experience
administering a cash transfer program.
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Section I: Introduction
Research Question: Homelessness and Cash Transfers
In San Francisco where I live and work, homelessness is an extremely urgent public
health and safety issue. There are over 8,000 people who are unhoused, just under one percent
per capita of the overall population, which is the third highest in the U.S. and the highest on the
west coast (Turner 2017, accessed April 10, 2020). Unsafe living conditions, public disdain, and
a local response that includes “sweeps” – removal of encampments and property confiscation –
are only a small part of the daily challenges people without homes face. Homelessness is a word
that remarkably describes the exact problem while also overlooking the true crisis. Yes, people
are living without homes, but they are also living without compassion, support, care, resources,
hope, or a way out. The problem of homelessness represents an ethical, cultural, and political
failure in the U.S.
Policymakers’ solutions to homelessness include a range of interventions, such as
subsidized housing, temporary shelter, employment training, health programs for physical,
chronic, behavioral, substance use, and mental health diagnoses, criminal justice reform, and
eviction defense. Programs that specifically target homelessness almost always apply nonfinancial resources or “in-kind” transfers, meaning financial assistance that is spent on behalf of
the recipient. For example, housing subsidies pay for a portion of rent, usually a single resident
occupancy (SRO) unit, and the recipient of the subsidy pays the remainder out of pocket.
Considering how important combatting homelessness is to the political and social fabric of San
Francisco, it is surprising that none of these programs apply direct financial assistance, which
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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empowers recipients to spend as they see fit. Not only in San Francisco, but around the country
and internationally, welfare programs that target homelessness seldom apply cash transfers.
Homelessness and cash transfers rarely connect in theory or practice. Policy discussions
on homelessness exclude the prospect of cash transfers as a solution to end homelessness or
empower recipients, and policy discussions on cash transfers ignore their outcomes for homeless
populations. Their dissonance is rooted in decades of public policy and social perceptions of the
poor that dictate who receives government aid and who does not.
Among the general population of people who are in poverty, people who are homeless
are commonly deemed most undeserving of receiving government welfare. Government welfare
programs also consider direct cash transfers one of the most privileged forms of welfare benefits;
they communicate the utmost trust and good-faith intentions to their recipients. The polarity
between homelessness and cash transfers in theory reinforces their disconnect in practice.
Welfare programs that exclusively target people who are homeless and distribute cash assistance
are rare, but somehow, I found myself employed in one as I began this academic exploration.
Between October 2018 and March 2020, I worked for a San Francisco based nonprofit
called Episcopal Community Services (ECS). At ECS, I managed a program called Problem
Solving Services (PSS), which is funded and supervised by San Francisco’s Department of
Homelessness and Supportive Housing (HSH). The type of direct cash transfer payment offered
by the PSS pilot is called a conditional cash transfer (CCT), which means the financial benefit is
only available if the program participant meets certain requirements. For the PSS pilot, the funds
are only available to participants who find a safe and comfortable place to stay that is outside the
network of county-funded homeless housing services. A garage with no plumbing, bedding, or
electricity is not an approvable location for example, nor is a shared living situation with an
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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abuser. In my 16 months with the PSS pilot, hundreds of program participants exited
homelessness on their own terms and within their own personal networks.
On the first day of the PSS pilot, a program participant met with one of the PSS frontline
workers, known as Specialists. After a lengthy conversation, the Specialist learned that the
participant recently had surgery and was nursing wounds while sleeping unsheltered on the
street. The Specialist also learned that the participant had a daughter who lived in the Bayview
neighborhood in San Francisco, but the daughter was unaware of the participant’s housing
situation or his recent surgery. When asked about the relationship with his daughter, the
participant said he was embarrassed about his condition and did not want to overburden her with
his problems. However, after a lengthy conversation with the Specialist, the participant was
comfortable enough to call his daughter and ask for help. Fortunately, the daughter was eager to
support her father and even had an available room at her Bayview home, but there was no bed in
the room. Since the participant was able to identify housing in his personal network, the
Specialist was able to approve a CCT and pay for a bed specific to post-surgery conditions and
help with some rent at the daughter’s home.
Among hundreds of housing placements made in the PSS pilot, many followed suit as
creative solutions that without the CCT were previously unattainable. Among notable cases, one
cash transfer was spent on airfare for a person staying in a San Francisco shelter to move to
Mongolia to stay with her sister (Figure 4). Another program participant said they could stay
with a cousin in Olympia, WA (Figure 5). However, her car was recently impounded with
mechanical issues, her phone network was cancelled due to lack of payments, and she had no
flexible resources to help her make the trip. After confirming with the cousin in Olympia that
there was a place for the participant to stay, the Specialist applied cash transfers to pay for the
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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phone bill and to get the car out of impound and fixed by a mechanic. Then, when the participant
was ready to make the trip, cash transfers were used to fill the car with gas, provide gas cards for
refills along the way, food for the journey, and a hotel room in Oregon at the halfway point.
The range of success stories from the PSS pilot are cause for optimism. About 10 percent
of the people who came to the main offices for PSS, called Access Points, entered housing in
their own network with support from the PSS cash transfer. To some analysts in San Francisco’s
homeless services industry, including myself, that 10 percent represents a windfall of new
housing opportunities that were previously out of reach. Still, proponents and critics alike are
concerned about housing opportunities for the 90% of people who cannot find housing within
their networks. While ending homelessness is a monumental task, my work at ECS has provided
me with the unique opportunity to draw on my insights from the PSS pilot to inform better policy
and bolster the academic relationship between cash transfers and homelessness.
My research question addresses the disconnect between cash transfers and homelessness
in public policy and welfare reform discussions, and asks what outcomes are possible when
unconditional cash benefits are applied to people who are homeless. Would the person who
moved in with their daughter in the Bayview use unconditional cash for the same purposes?
Would the people who moved to Mongolia or Washington do the same with money that was not
exclusively for housing? What are other possibilities for cash transfer recipients who are
homeless, and what are the possibilities for the collective welfare system? With self-directed
financial resources, people have opportunities to address a wide range of issues, some of which
are not attached to agendas of localities or mission-driven programs. Cash transfers can address
overall suffering.
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My personal involvement in the PSS pilot forces me to consider how fewer restrictions
on cash transfer programs can better support homeless populations. What are the possible
outcomes of an unconditional cash transfer (UCT) program for people experiencing
homelessness? While most programs that target homelessness are designed to “end
homelessness” or “create more housing,” few, if any, are designed to give unhoused people
agency with cash benefits. A UCT program that gives money directly to people who are
homeless, regardless of their access to housing, allows people to make decisions about their
housing or any of their other needs. A UCT leads to housing and possibly more. The remainder
of this research paper investigates the reasons why UCT and homelessness are separated and the
possibilities of connecting them together.

Capstone Roadmap

This paper will address the roots of the modern welfare doctrine in San Francisco and the
United States, as related to the homeless experience. By doing so, I show that ethnographic
research and economic dogma developed in the mid 20th century established a widespread
culture of surveillance, blame, and punishment for those dependent on institutional support. Over
the past half-century, this culture created harsh attitudes about people experiencing poverty or
homelessness and led to an overwhelming adoption as common-sense by the mainstream
populace, regardless of political ideology. These attitudes are held by teachers, researchers and
scientists, politicians, and across all ranges of age, race, class, and economic boundaries.
When public opinion is cemented against a socio-economic group, such as people
experiencing homelessness, those attitudes will undoubtedly be reflected in laws and public
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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policy (Tsai et al. 2017). Those attitudes are present in public policy at the local, state, and
federal level, as well as in both private and public sector establishments. These attitudes and
policies collectively developed are the foundation for what I refer to as a culture against
homelessness. The term “homelessness” and our understanding of who is a “homeless person”
once referenced conditions of housing status, but they now define characteristics, intention, and
nature. In this paper I explore the culture against homelessness in public policy, the mainstream,
and literature while connecting its impact to our modern welfare state.
The approach to answering my research question is admittedly contrarian to conventional
frameworks. The welfare state dictates how benefits are distributed and who receives them, and
those determinations create the disparity between cash transfers and homelessness that I address
in this capstone. Cash transfers, a popular tool of the welfare state, are widely administered for
people in poverty. Globally, between 750 million and 1 billion people receive money in some
form from their government (Moss, Lambert, Majerowicz 2015, 9). Still, virtually no
government programs or academic literature address cash transfers for homelessness alone.
When cash transfers are available for people who are homeless, it is usually the result of a
program that targets the general population of people experiencing poverty and not specifically
people who are unhoused. Consequently, those programs do not adequately address the unique
needs of being unhoused. This capstone deviates from traditional cash transfer targeting by
solely focusing on homelessness.
Cash transfers for people without homes contain elements of conditionality, such as inkind transfers. Conditional transfers dictate the terms of participation, and therefore prevent
recipients from exercising the agency that is so critical to their success. I discuss cash transfers in

Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

10

relation to homelessness as a way of increasing empowerment and inviting people who are
unhoused to be equal participants with the state in determining the use of welfare benefits.
A common element of conditionality in cash transfer programs is incremental payments.
Rather than applying money to recipients in a large sum, money is given out in smaller portions
on a weekly or monthly calendar. The impact of incremental benefits for people who are
homeless is that they prohibit wealth and asset growth. It is much harder to pay for the first
month’s rent and deposit, for example, when recipients without homes receive standardized
financial resources throughout the year. Large sum payments are especially discouraged in
welfare programs that target homelessness because of vast cultural mistrust about spending
habits of people without homes. Despite a concerning lack of research on large sum cash
transfers or “asset transfers,” this capstone will explore the possibilities of programs that apply
one-time, large payments to people who are homeless. By exploring the possibilities of lump
sum and unconditional payments for people who are homeless, this capstone resists numerous
pillars of the welfare state.
The next section establishes my personal connection to the subject of homelessness and
cash transfers and addresses their importance to the academic and public policy arena. Before
addressing literature and my observational research, I define some of the primary concepts
included throughout this discussion, including homelessness and cash transfers. The definition of
concepts includes an overview of syntax and context terms, geographic and demographic
considerations, and reframing mainstream conceptions of homelessness.
I begin examining these frameworks by reviewing the history of welfare benefits. Most of
this history focuses on public policy and ethnographic research between the 1930s and 1990s in
the U.S. and outlines the origins of deservingness in welfare systems. My research reveals that
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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cash transfer programs in the U.S. are married to the values of federal welfare systems; values
which embrace unfavorable and mistrusting views of people who are homeless. Even the PSS
program I worked for contained conditions for financial assistance which reflect those values and
undermine the trust we sought to emanate. Cash transfer programs for people experiencing
homelessness inherently reflect mainstream values that undermine even the most wellintentioned programs. My discussion of cash transfers highlights the benefits of such programs
for homeless recipients.
The literature review establishes a framework of deservingness in the welfare state.
Deservingness is an important concept for my capstone because it contributes to the reason
homelessness is excluded from cash transfer programs. Historically, policies target populations
that earn a cultural status of deservingness. Determining which groups deserve government
benefits and which do not is subjective to mainstream attitudes and political ideology. Before the
1960s, the demographic considered most deserving of benefits in the U.S. were white, widowed,
never-remarried mothers, who were considered incapable of supporting themselves or their
children without government assistance (Blank 1997, 30). The measure of deservingness shifted
between the 1960s through the 1990s toward paternal family structures and people able to
participate in labor. The literature review describes national shifts in regional demographics and
social science research that influenced changes to how deservingness is measured.
The review then discusses literature on cash transfers, tying their applications to the
origins of deservingness. Research on cash transfer programs is somewhat new – most studies
are published after 2000 (Moss, Lambert, Majerowicz 2015, 9). Although there are examples of
cash transfer programs in the late twentieth century, I focus on more recent programs because of
homelessness’ prevalence in public policy in the early twenty-first century (Tsai et al. 2017,
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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559). The 1990s marked the transition to a meritocracy that devalued people who are unable to
participate in labor, which is why it is a critical starting point for discussion around cash
transfers. Cash transfer programs are linked to the ideals of that meritocracy, which
systematically excludes homelessness.
I conclude the literature review by characterizing the current state of homelessness in the
U.S. and San Francisco, where I have regional insight, as a product of deservingness in welfare
systems. I draw from federal and local examples to show how the presence of deservingness in
welfare programs contributes to the modern state of homelessness. My commentary on
homelessness includes depictions of how homelessness is viewed by the mainstream public.
Public perceptions of homelessness are important because they reinforce political action on
homelessness. A populace that believes homelessness is a problem of laziness or apathy demand
public policies that promote personal responsibility, instead of compassion or empathy. The
literature review ends in present day San Francisco, 2020, where addressing homelessness is at
the forefront of public debate.
After the literature review, I begin with my personal observations as an ECS employee
for a CCT that targets people who are homeless in San Francisco. My observations relate to the
content in my literature review. I show how the PSS program attempted to detach from
conventional constraints of welfare systems while still finding itself tied to the foundations.
Observations include my personal perspective on the administrative and political aspects of the
program, interviews with key program staff, and data on programmatic outcomes. The PSS
program is an example of how modern welfare programs experiment with cash transfer
programs. I apply the lessons from the PSS pilot and discuss how a UCT that distributes cash in
large sums could be successful using similar principles and mechanisms. It is a promising
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
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foundation for further research and including its lessons in this capstone contributes to the
growth of cash transfer research relative to homelessness.
My research ends with a discussion of other community collaboration that was useful for
answering my questions. I partnered with a San Francisco nonprofit called Tipping Point
Community, a philanthropic group that addresses regional homelessness. The partnership
focused on local Supplemental Social Security (SSI) benefits for people who are chronically
homeless in San Francisco. The project did not end as I intended, with program participant
interviews or useful data, due to prohibitive COVID-19 factors. Regardless, I discuss the
possibilities of the partnership and why their research is important for linking UCT with
homelessness in practice, and hopefully a larger conversation in research literature.
I conclude my capstone with recommendations for future research and practical
applications of cash transfers programs for people who are homeless in practice. Universal basic
income (UBI) is a form of cash transfer that is gaining popularity and momentum in public
policy discussions. UBI and other programs offer optimism for mainstream political and
academic acceptance of cash transfers. I suggest how programs can find success by reflecting on
lessons learned in my study of welfare history and the PSS pilot.

Personal Background and Interest

I have not personally experienced homelessness or poverty in my life. I grew up in San
Francisco with privileges of financial, educational, and healthcare security through my childhood
and young adulthood. When I was an undergraduate student at UC Santa Cruz, I took a special
interest in issues of “abnormal pathology” (or more appropriately; pathology) with regards to
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poverty among youth. I followed my interest toward internships and professional opportunities,
putting me in the service of communities in poverty. Since moving back to my hometown of San
Francisco in 2014, I worked as a homeless services practitioner and advocate for those
experiencing homelessness and poverty. My experiences, while secondhand from homelessness
and poverty, offer certain insights into the field of homeless service systems and welfare
programs.
In San Francisco, homelessness is one of the most pressing concerns for politicians,
neighborhood groups, businesses, public and private entities, and especially for the homeless
community. Often, my conversations outside of the homeless services community resort to
“myth-busting” about the causes of homelessness, the nature or qualities of a person living
without a home, or how San Francisco is going to solve homelessness. There is public curiosity
about homelessness because few who are outside the issue ever get close enough to understand
the realities.
I admit that in my six years of experience as an advocate in San Francisco I cannot
remotely describe how homelessness feels. I cannot fathom the depths of anxiety and stress
induced by the necessity to escape a dangerous living environment. However, my experience
overseeing community organizing, case management, property management, and creative
housing programs affords me unique insights into local homeless services systems. My
experience as a local political operative grants me a unique angle on how City Hall’s actions on
homelessness are enacted through governmental departments and non-profits. I have the
perspective of a service provider; through that lens I deliver this capstone.
Prior to working as Manager of PSS for ECS, I worked for other homeless services
nonprofits and local political campaigns. I began my career interning at the Homeless Services
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Center in Santa Cruz while pursuing my undergraduate degree from UC Santa Cruz. After
moving back to my hometown of San Francisco with a bachelor’s degree in Psychology, I
became a community organizer for Community Housing Partnership (CHP), working with
formerly homeless residents at CHP’s 15 permanent supportive housing sites to organize
advocacy groups. Those groups lobbied for policies within their housing sites and used a portion
of the sites’ services budget for projects which benefitted residents.
In November 2015, I transferred within CHP to work as a Senior Case Manager for the
new Navigation Center on Market St. and 12th St. (CCHNC), the city’s second Navigation
Center. The Navigation Centers in San Francisco were established by Mayor Ed Lee as well.
They are considered by many as advanced shelters, with on-site food, laundry, showers, and an
abundance of support services staff. Depending on the referral source, residents of Navigation
Centers may stay for 7 days, 30 days, 60 days, or indefinitely. Services at Navigation Centers are
geared towards housing pathways for all residents.
After 2 years at CCHNC, I followed my interest in public policy to another position at
CHP working on special projects for the agency’s housing portfolio team. My time in the
property management side of affordable housing administration was short-lived. Following
Mayor Lee’s death on December 12, 2018, a political race for his replacement ensued, and I was
recruited as Deputy Field Director for the Mark Leno for Mayor Campaign.
In my work on the Mark Leno campaign, I spoke with hundreds of volunteers and voters.
The field operation is the most visible and voter-interfacing team on any campaign, and in San
Francisco, there was one issue that stood out among all others: homelessness. Stepping away
from the world of homeless services, where people think similarly about homelessness, was a
shock. Interfacing with hundreds of voters each week taught me that the homeless services
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system in San Francisco, such as the role of housing non-profits and shelters, is not well
understood. I realized that although homelessness issues are widely acknowledged as a primary
concern among San Franciscans, there is hardly a consensus on how to create policies that
combat homelessness. Activists generally agree that more housing will reduce homelessness, but
determining what kind of housing will help and how to build it is a political wedge issue. On the
campaign trail I heard a wide range of solutions to house people without homes, such as
mandatory housing units, leasing a cruise ship in the Bay, and relocating people in institutions
out of state. When the campaign ended with Mayor Breed’s victory, I returned to the nonprofit
sector with the goal of creating practical and person-centered countermeasures to homelessness.
ECS hired me in October 2018, just before beginning this capstone project. My academic
focus was already on homelessness as a graduate student at the University of San Francisco, but
the PSS pilot drew my attention to cash transfers. I saw a remarkable range of opportunities and
challenges for programs to apply cash to homelessness directly. My involvement in the PSS pilot
narrowed my academic focus toward cash transfers, but early in my research I discovered a
major barrier. I could find no research or literature that discusses UCT and homelessness
together. UCT programs are almost always applied to households with children or employed
adults. Studies typically focus on the healthcare and academic benefits for children or on labor
markets. Literature on homelessness often addresses the causes through economic, cultural, and
social lenses. The absence of literature that connects cash transfers (particularly UCT) with
homelessness inspired me to use my insights from the PSS program to connect those academic
frameworks.
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Section II: Defining Terms
Defining Homelessness and the Welfare State
This section discusses the terms and theories used throughout this paper. Some
definitions in this capstone are derived from academia and some are from my vernacular as a
services professional. I start by clarifying my use of the word “homelessness” in relation to my
use of “poverty” and “homeless.” Media and cultural depictions of homelessness are mostly
demeaning and inaccurate. I discuss the historical context of mainstream perceptions about
homelessness in my literature review, but in this section I preemptively counteract those
narratives. I end this section by defining UCT programs and differentiating them from other cash
transfers. Refining my definitions of homelessness and UCT programs facilitates my discussion
of deservingness in welfare systems in the preceding chapter.
I define “homelessness” as a social and economic condition. I do not define homelessness
as a cultural condition, despite ethnographic research referenced in later chapters that claims
there are differences in mainstream and “under-class” values (Howe 1998, 71). In my
professional capacity I often consider social and economic conditions of homelessness in relation
to individuals or households, but in this paper I use “homelessness” to describe a broad spectrum
of experiences within the welfare state.
I define the welfare state as an institutional apparatus of private, nonprofit, and
governmental structures that provides services and resources, monetary or otherwise, to people in
need. My description of the welfare state is derived from Michael B. Katz’s work on social
policy regarding the poor (Katz 2001). I discuss homelessness in the context of the welfare state
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because it connects to many frameworks of social policy and academic theory. But even for
Katz, the welfare state is used to frame conversations about poverty, not homelessness. Since
most research I rely on in this thesis also acknowledges poverty as the central target of welfare
benefits, I have no choice but to adopt popular theories on poverty welfare and apply them to my
narrowed conversation on homelessness.
I consider homelessness within the general context of the welfare state, but because my
mission in this capstone is to connect homelessness with cash transfers, and because cash
transfers are distributed programmatically, I regularly refer to welfare “systems” or “programs”
when connecting homelessness and cash transfers. When welfare programs distribute benefits,
they rely on targeting to reach the most vulnerable populations (Jimu and Msilimba 2019, 66).
Common terms used to help with targeting are “households” and “families,” and when targeting
people who are homeless the terms “chronic” or “chronicity” is often used. A “household” is
defined as a singular individual, a partnership among adults, or any number of adults with
dependents. Whereas a household broadly defines the range of an individual or group's
experience in poverty or homelessness, the term “family” succinctly describes a household
composition with more than one single adult. Welfare programs that address families
acknowledge a single or multi-adult household with dependents. Welfare programs assess their
outcomes in relation to how benefits influence households, so it is important to understand that
households may refer to a single person or many people. It depends on how the program targets
welfare recipients. In the PSS pilot, when a household engages with staff and receives benefits,
they were referred to as a “participant” or a “program participant.” I similarly use those terms in
this capstone to refer to people who engage with welfare programs and I use the term “recipient”
to refer to people who receive benefits from those programs.
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I broadly consider homelessness as a policy-oriented subject in this capstone to more
effectively connect it to welfare in academia. Unfortunately, addressing homelessness in broad
terms loses sight of unique circumstances and individual experiences. By defining homelessness
generally within the welfare state, this capstone does not address the specific needs of people
with intersectionality. My research does not directly address the intersection of criminal justice,
race, gender, sexuality, nationality, citizenship, or ability that many people who are homeless
experience, but by establishing a connection between homelessness and cash transfers this
capstone encourages more programs that understand their local demographics to adopt these
considerations for UCTs.
Addressing large systems and populations can lose sight of the people at the center of
policy discussions. As much as possible, when I reference a household’s personal experience, I
use the words “person” or “people” before describing them as poor or homeless. Practitioners
use this syntax because it communicates that they acknowledge personhood before class or
conditions. This small act of using syntax does not reverse decades of dehumanization, but it
does create the foundation for a person-centered approach. Syntax is equally important in
academia. It can influence future research and programs that target homelessness to use a personcentered approach.

Defining the Homeless Experience

As a homeless services professional, a common question I receive is about the ethics of
giving money to a person who is panhandling. When people relate panhandling to my work, they
unintentionally communicate a prevalent assumption: people who ask for money on the street are
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

20

homeless. Labeling people who ask strangers for money as homeless is presumptive, which begs
an important question: why do we label some people as “homeless?”
A “homeless person” is no longer a pair of words that simply describe a person’s living
condition. They colloquially describe a class of individual or group identified by their
appearance or actions, such as, “they look like a homeless person,” or, “there is a homeless
person panhandling.” What leads to these assumptions of homelessness? Perhaps it is their
appearance, such as attire, cleanliness, body-language, posture, or gate. Perhaps they were sitting
or lying on the ground. Despite any psychological, cognitive, or social science correlations
between a person’s appearance and behavior to their housing status, these indicators are never
proof that a person is homeless. The only indicator of homelessness is a person’s housing
condition. More than occasionally, some people who physically or behaviorally fit mainstream
cultural depictions of homelessness have a safe and permanent residence. Conversely, some
people who are homeless present as middle or working class based on cultural standards. Still,
the mainstream public has acquired a universal language for identifying people who are
homeless that is independent of a person’s actual housing status.
This research cannot continue without addressing depictions of homelessness. I rely on
government and nonprofit definitions of homelessness because they acknowledge a broad range
of homeless conditions. These definitions are based on real targeting methods used in current
welfare programs. They consider the complexities of housing access and how to reach the most
vulnerable people experiencing homelessness. Relying on their definitions helps frame how
homelessness is depicted by policymakers. It benefits this research by connecting practical
definitions of homelessness to cash transfer programs instead of subjective depictions.
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In this paper, I rely on my professional experience to establish a consistent definition of
homelessness. San Francisco County and the Department of Homelessness and Supportive
Housing’s (HSH) definitions of homelessness are intended to create a shared language so that
programs across the response network uniformly apply services to the community. Programs that
offer services under the HSH umbrella cannot determine which participants receive aid and
which do not based on subjective definitions of homelessness. However, establishing
standardized definitions of homelessness within a locality is still a fabrication. A person who,
from their perspective, is experiencing homelessness may not qualify for services based on the
HSH definitions. Conversely, a person who believes they are not homeless but engages with
county housing resources may be identified by a practitioner as homeless based on HSH
definitions.
HSH has three qualifying measures for homelessness status. The first is household
composition. A person between the ages of 18-25 years old qualifies for Transition Aged Youth
(TAY) services. A person who is experiencing pregnancy or who has majority care of a minor
qualifies for family services. Someone who qualifies for family services may define the
characteristics of their household through self-report. Anyone over the age of 18 qualifies for
adult services. So, a person who is TAY and in the majority care of a minor, for example, is
eligible for youth, family, or adult services. It is critical that HSH’s service partners are aware of
these definitions and pathways so they can capably discuss the client’s options, regardless of
where they make contact with the services system.
The third qualifying measure for homelessness in San Francisco is the definition of their
homeless status. A person who qualifies as homeless based on their housing status is
experiencing at least one of the following conditions: living in a place not meant for habitation,
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living in a publicly or privately owned shelter, fleeing or experiencing violence in their
permanent residence without access to another safe place, and living in an institution or care
facility for at most 90 days after experiencing homelessness prior to entry. These definitions of
literal homelessness are shared across youth, family, and adult services in San Francisco. There
are other qualifications of homelessness that are not shared across the demographic spectrum,
however. Families and TAY who are at immediate risk of losing their housing qualify for HSH
services, and families that live in some shared living situations with other families also qualify.
These definitions are clearly not a full encapsulation of what some might consider a
homeless experience. Some consider couch surfing, staying with a friend or family periodically
before moving to another place, a homeless condition. Another controversial definition is the
length of stay in an institution. By HSH and the Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) standards, a person who is homeless before entering jail, for example, will lose their
homelessness status after 90 days of incarceration. The duration of “losing” their homelessness
status is significant for benefit seekers in certain situations. A person’s eligibility for services is
sometimes dependent on their housing history and breaks of homelessness in a person’s narrative
may reduce their ability to access housing resources. As concrete as HSH programs and other
housing services try to define homelessness, there are nagging nuances that put into question
how equitably resources are distributed.
Homeless services frequently consider chronic homelessness when targeting recipients.
In my personal observations with ECS and HSH, these qualities were instrumental for
determining which participants received subsidized housing. The definition of chronicity is
shared by San Francisco services agencies and HUD. Chronicity refers to the more widely
recognized term, “chronic homelessness”, which is nationally used to define the length and
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nature of a person’s homelessness. A person is chronically homeless if they experienced
homelessness for 12 consecutive months with no breaks, meaning they did not ever leave the
conditions classified as literal homelessness for that period of time. A person is also considered
chronically homeless if they experience 12 months of homelessness over a three-year period with
multiple breaks in homelessness, meaning they were homeless at some point, ended or resolved
their homelessness, and then returned to homelessness in multiple cycles. This type of pattern
indicates to policy makers and program administrators that the individual has difficulty retaining
housing once they leave homelessness and may require escalated services. Consider again the
example of the individual who enters jail from homelessness, who is then incarcerated for more
than 90 days. In this example, that individual may be viewed as not chronically homeless once
they exit jail and seek housing resources.
This section frames homelessness as a complex configuration of household qualities,
geography, and living conditions. Programs that target homelessness sometimes address the
stereotypical depiction of a person panhandling for money, but they also address conditions that
go unnoticed by the mainstream. People with decades of stable tenancy who face surprising
evictions and well-earning laborers who still cannot afford high rental prices also receive support
from welfare programs. My discussion of homelessness includes everyone in this framework
when discussing the viability and opportunities of UCT.
A major reason why I focus on homelessness is because poverty is more widely
addressed among social sciences studies regarding welfare. Weighted attention to poverty
excludes the subject of homelessness from policy discussions and pins homelessness as a
subculture of poverty welfare programs. Compared with poverty, homelessness is even more
susceptible to critical public attitudes and stereotypes of deservingness for benefits, and therefore
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unhoused people are marginalized even within welfare policy meant to support a general
community of people in poverty. I do not intend to flip the script or qualify deservingness to any
group in this paper. Deservingness is an embedded aspect of welfare that compartmentalizes
difficult experiences for people in poverty. Focusing on homelessness in a conversation about
unconditional cash transfers builds inclusivity for people with unique challenges who are often
dismissed in welfare policy.

Cash Transfers and Universal Basic Income

The next set of definitions references cash transfers. There are two kinds of cash
transfers, conditional cash transfers (CCT) and unconditional cash transfers (UCT). In the last
few years, cash transfers are commonly discussed in the context of Universal Basic Income, a
welfare policy gaining popularity and credibility among the mainstream over the past decade, but
with roots back to the 1970s (Moss, Lambert, Majerowicz 2015, 10). My research will address
the qualities of UCT, CCT, and UBI programs. All three programs are, in some version, active
across the world. Despite more mainstream interest in cash transfers and more pilot programs to
test their benefits, there are still no programs that attempt a bulk payment UCT for homeless
populations. By examining UCT, CCT, and UBI programs, I explore why no UCT programs for
homeless populations exist.
CCT programs include restrictions for receiving payments that enforce approvable
spending and create benchmarks for participant success. In many cases there are practical
reasons for implementing a CCT program over a UCT program. One benefit is that it allows
better data recording for outcomes. For example, if recipients are required to check in with
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program administrators each week or each month to complete a progress report, the program can
track data on programmatic outcomes. CCT programs are also easier to approve with funders
because there is less risk of undesirable spending when the program has conditions. In Morocco,
a program gave poor single fathers a cash transfer to study the effects on youth education in
those households (Benhassine et al, 2015). Improved youth education is the conditional element
of these types of cash transfers. If the child achieves productive educational outcomes over time,
the cash transfer continues for the household. These types of conditions appease funders by
ensuring program resources are applied for their intended purpose.
The pitfall for CCT, however, is that those programs require more administrative efforts,
more time to implement, and more costs. There must be staff and data analysis to make sure the
program conditions are followed. Those programs also require more time, because the results are
captured along a recurring payment schedule that can be for years, depending on the program.
The longer the program, the longer staff and other administrative costs eat into the programmatic
budget. Participants’ non-compliance with CCT rules can also lead to exclusion. In very lowincome communities where there is limited access to school, healthcare, or other institutions that
are included in conditional program rules, participants are unlikely to meet the conditional
program’s requirements (Moss, Lambert, Majerowicz 2015). In communities where following
CCT requirements are more difficult, UCT programs can better meet the needs of recipients.
The conditions of CCT programs are problematic when attempting a direct cash
assistance program for homeless people. For example, funders may demand recipients’ sobriety
in order to qualify for direct cash assistance. Demands like those contradict the best practices and
guiding philosophies of homeless services professionals. In the US, more and more service
providers are embracing Harm Reduction and Housing First practices, both of which promote
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client autonomy, choice, and agency. They emphasize that a homeless client is more likely to
embrace and benefit from services if they are honest about their circumstances and if housing is
foundational to a service plan. Requiring sobriety or other restrictions for receiving cash can
easily contradict best practices in homeless services.
UBI programs also distribute direct cash assistance over a long span of time and in
smaller portions. UBI programs may employ a conditional or unconditional cash transfer system.
Pilot programs for UBI will often look like a CCT program because program administrators must
test programmatic success and long-term viability before launching with a larger geographical
community or target sub-population (Bendix 2019, accessed October 6, 2019). Another key
difference between a UBI and CCT or a UCT program is that UBI is typically established in the
context of a government welfare program for needy households, while CCT and UCT are
typically established in the context of an economic stimulus program (Kamanga 2017, accessed
February 9, 2020). My research will ignore the traditional intent of such programs and instead
focus on what could work for people experiencing homelessness.
A UCT differs from a CCT because recipients are not required to follow programmatic
requirements to receive assistance. My research explores the outcomes of a UCT where the
direct cash assistance is in the form of a one-time, bulk sum payment. My research will discuss
various cash transfer systems with a narrowed focus on UCT programs where the financial
assistance is delivered in a bulk sum that is considerably valuable, given the recipient's location
and market. This type of payment is sometimes referred to as an asset transfer. I discuss UCT in
the context of a large sum or asset transfer because of the special opportunity they create for
people who are homeless. Asset transfers and one-time large cash payments can lead to further

Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

27

accumulation, which is often a limitation with scheduled and small-size cash transfers (Banerjee
et al. 2016, 19).
Programs that target housed populations often focus on healthcare, childcare, or labor
participation. People who are homeless must address the same needs while also facing a unique
barrier to wellness: their access to housing. Housing is one of the most expensive and beneficial
assets on the market. Programs that distribute cash transfers in smaller amounts at scheduled
times prohibit large payments such as housing. Although recipients of unconditional cash may
not spend their money on housing, smaller cash transfers do not even allow for the possibility of
rent or deposit payments. Any cash transfer program that focuses on homelessness must consider
housing as an essential spending outcome, and therefore lump sum payments must be
administered. It is not practical to implement a UCT program where the cash assistance is not
enough to meaningfully influence homelessness status, living conditions, or other personal
needs. Too small a UCT will also not provide enough data for the research to evaluate
programmatic outcomes.
My research focuses on UCT programs rather than UBI or CCT because I am interested
in connecting the unconditional qualities of direct financial assistance with homelessness.
Overall, there is less research on UCT than UBI or CCT, but there is no research available when
UCT programs target homelessness. My work with the PSS pilot revealed the persistent
conditionality in cash transfer programs that dictates how people who are homeless spend
money. Homeless services programs that adopt Housing First philosophy correctly identify
housing as a significant, if not the most significant, barrier to wellness and self-sufficiency.
However, the drawback of a singular focus on housing is that benefits become prescriptive rather
than supportive. Instead of allowing recipients to determine their own needs and spend
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

28

accordingly, Housing First practices mandate that resources are applied to housing. In the PSS
pilot, funds are only released if the purchases lead to housing. Spending that could lead to
housing in the future is not permissible.
A UBI allows unconditional spending but still maintains an assumption that recipients
can continue accessing income on a regular basis. That assumption resembles typical welfare’s
inclination to implement programs for the general poverty community while overlooking other
barriers found in the homeless community. People who are homeless may have more difficulty
keeping a schedule, making regular appointments, or retaining essential documentation needed to
receive ongoing benefits. Also, UBI is a conceptual project in the United States at the moment,
and therefore there are more UBI pilots that test the viability of expanding to broader
communities like in Stockton, CA (Bendix 2019, accessed October 6, 2019). Those UBI pilots
often appear more similar to CCT programs because program administrators must track
recipients and payments in order to prove their effectiveness to policymakers. Ultimately, the
conditionality within CCT and UBI programs reproduce the inherent conditionality found in
modern welfare systems. A UCT program that gives a one-time payment allows recipients to
spend freely without worrying how their purchases hinders later payments.

Section II: Literature Review
Deservingness Before “The Culture of Poverty”

Deservingness is one of the primary factors that government welfare programs assess when
determining who receives aid and who does not. By determining deservingness, governments
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qualify the experiences and conditions of people in need. Labeling some as deserving and others
as not deserving is a sensitive task. Unfortunately, those assessments are often based on illconceived mainstream conceptions of the poor and historical precedence rather than empirical
research. This research focuses on the history of welfare programs and reforms to investigate the
roots of deservingness in welfare structures. Reviewing this history is important for
understanding why homeless people are excluded from welfare programs and why there is no
practical or theoretical connection between homelessness and UCT programs. My research dates
back to 19th century U.S. and 17th century England, leading up to present day systems in the U.S.
and several other countries.
In conventional models of welfare for the poor, people who are deemed deserving of
support receive government aid and people who are not deserving are expected to work. This
pillar was established in 17th century Elizabethan England and is still prevalent. (Lee 2015, 101).
Labor is a generational constant for how governments measure deservingness. A variable that
changes over time is how governments recognize certain conditions that prohibit labor. In
Elizabethan England and in the U.S. Civil War era, welfare began responding to war-torn family
structures, widows and physically disabled veterans who are “deserving victims and heroes of
war,” as the primary deserving groups (ibid). Acquiring the label of “deserving” is based on their
inability to contribute to labor (ibid). Once married widows not bringing income into the
household qualify as helpless in these systems. People who are physically disabled are also
deemed unable to contribute. These are the beginnings of modern welfare. Over many decades,
governmental recognition of deservingness expanded to include more groups, such as orphans
and people with mental illness (ibid). However, exclusion of other groups by labeling them as
undeserving or by ignoring them is an unjustified feature of welfare history that is ongoing.
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People who are homeless are among those whose unique needs and conditions go unrecognized.
Not only are they viewed in modern welfare systems and in mainstream culture as undeserving,
they are even blamed for their circumstances. A further look at the history of welfare in the U.S.
shows how perspectives on deservingness developed to exclude unhoused people. This history
shows why programs like UCT are divorced from public policies that address homelessness.
Literature largely recognizes the modern era of welfare reform in the U.S. between the
1930s and 1990s, beginning with the New Deal and establishment of the Social Security Act in
1935 and ending with the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act in
1996, also known as the welfare-to-work program (Blumgart 2011, accessed March 7, 2020).
This era of welfare reform changed how programs qualify deservingness and target recipients.
Most influential ethnographic research on poverty and homeless culture was also produced in
this timespan. Public policy and ethnography have a cyclical relationship; validating each other’s
approach towards the poor and painting a portrayal of welfare recipients in the mainstream.
While examining the progression of welfare reform between the 1930s and 1990s, I will also
include where significant ethnographic research contributed to policy positions and mainstream
attitudes on the poor.
The Social Security Act initiated the Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) program in 1935,
along with other social programs established in the New Deal (Aizer et al. 2016). The ADC
bolstered pre-existing pension programs for poor single mothers who were “deserving” (Blank
1997, 30). Survivor benefits were also added to the Social Security Act in 1939 which
strengthened benefits for widows, considered to be the most deserving group (ibid). Public
opinion was most sympathetic towards household compositions containing widowed and nonworking mothers, which gave the program mainstream favorability in its early years. In reality,
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ADC benefits were available for a broader population of poor single mothers, including single
mothers with children born out of wedlock or with custody of children after divorce (ibid).
However, the ADC provisions still excluded never married and black single mothers (ibid). The
ADC distributed benefits without experiencing friction from policymakers or the public for
decades, but in the 1960s and 1970s public attitudes started to change when regional
demographics and labor shifts brought welfare deservingness back into public policy debates.
ADC enrollment doubled during the 1960s and 1970s (ibid). Contributory factors in that
timespan include black flight from the south to urban settings mixed with lower demand for
unskilled labor, higher rates of divorce and unwed motherhood, and a national push from social
workers to register more people in federal welfare programs (ibid). As the number of families
receiving aid from ADC increased, public suspicion that undeserving families were receiving aid
also grew. At the root of the public’s discontent with ADC were beliefs that benefits discouraged
dual-adult childrearing and encouraged single motherhood. To reinforce family structures,
legislators changed the ADC to require paternal family structures. Thus, the ADC became the
Aid to Families and Dependent Children (AFDC), which among other changes promoted
household compositions with a present father (Blank 1997, 31). More attention on stable families
was complemented by a stronger focus on labor participation. In 1967 the Work Incentive
Program (WIN) was created, which required states to deliver employment training programs to
recipients. At first the programs were optional, but they became mandatory in 1971 (ibid).
Prioritizing households with fathers and requiring employment training represents a shift
in national perceptions of deservingness. Whereas in the 1930s through the 1950s welfare
programs attempted to aid people who were unable to participate in labor, policies in the 1960s
and 1970s changed to target household compositions with an adult who could work. The
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demographic, social, and economic changes to urban areas in the 1960s and 1970s were not
solely responsible for the public’s new perception of deservingness and shifting priorities in
welfare programs. Uncoincidentally, several ethnographic researchers published studies on
poverty in the 1960s that contribute to Oscar Lewis’ term, “The Culture of Poverty,” which is
also an article he published in 1966. “The Culture of Poverty” is a foundational ethnographic
study on poor culture in Mexico and Puerto Rico, but whose conclusions are applied to poor
people worldwide. One of the most significant contributions Lewis makes to public policy and
public perceptions is the significance of family structures and welfare dependency in cycles of
poverty. Lewis brought youth to the forefront of public debates by blaming families for
perpetuating generational poverty (Howe 1998). Public policy from the late 1960s and onwards
attempts to address the culture of poverty by targeting youth poverty and reinforcing families
with at least one working adult.

Welfare and the Culture of Poverty

Social science research on poverty in the 1960s mirrored the public’s attention on
deservingness in welfare programs. Among other notable publications such as “The Moynihan
Report” (Glazer and Moynihan 1963), “The Culture of Poverty” is important to highlight
because it concisely presents the basis of cultural poverty in social science literature, including
Lewis’ arguments from his book, “La Vida (1966),” published that same year. It also energized
counter research such as “Culture and Poverty: Critique and Counter-Proposal” (Valentine 1969)
and “Where is the Culture in The Culture of Poverty” (Howe 1998). For this research, arguments
in the culture of poverty are important to review because they progressed the next generation of
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welfare reform in the U.S.; reforms that identified households with children and adults who
could contribute to labor as deserving while further excluding people who are homeless.
In “The Culture of Poverty,” some households only experience poverty (Lewis 1966).
They have the ability (employability) and fortitude to escape poverty, and they share mainstream
and middle-class values (Lewis 1966, as cited in Howe 1998, 69). For these households,
escaping poverty is an economic issue; their income and assets are tied to the rise or fall of the
national economy and job market. Other families, those who maintain poverty, embrace cultural
habits that reproduce poverty across generations. In “La Vida,” this group is referred to as the
“stable poor” (ibid). The stable poor depend on welfare to escape poverty, and without
assistance, children in those households will replicate their parents’ dependence on welfare and
cultural poverty.
In his critique of Lewis, Leo Howe points out that “The Culture of Poverty” and its
proponents depict poor culture, “entirely as an independent creation of the poor themselves”
(Howe 1998). By blaming the poor for their conditions and asserting a natural precedence for
their behavior, the mainstream public and policy makers are handed a palatable narrative to
justify the difference between the deserving poor and undeserving poor.
The hallmark of these cultural perceptions, and what Jaime Alison Lee describes as
‘culturalism,’ is blaming poverty on generational cycles and reliance on government aid (Lee
2015, 99). Lee defines culturalism as the belief that people in poverty pass along to their
children, “personal failings of character, morality, and ways of thinking (that) lead to flawed
behavior, which in turn causes unemployment, impoverishment, and government expense.
Degrading labels such as ‘white trash’ or ‘poverty queen’ connote the belief that poverty results
from character flaws such as laziness or lack of ambition, from a proclivity to violate moral
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norms, and from unseemly life choices” (Lee 2015, 100). Conversely, the phrase ‘pulling
yourself up by your own bootstraps’ reinforces an alternative approach, that people who work
hard can end poverty.
In this framework, creating welfare programs that target households with able-to-work
adults and children effectively combat generational poverty. The ADC’s transition to the AFDC
and mandating WIN for welfare recipients are evidence of public policies that reflect Lewis and
other researchers’ analysis of generational poverty. Ending dependency for recipients became a
feature of welfare reform from the 1960s through 1990s. Lee’s observations on culturalism are
consistent with how welfare systems re-evaluated deservingness after the 1960s. People who
were deserving of aid before the 1950s were unable to work, single widowed mothers and
severely disabled people. Starting in the 1960s and continuing into the 21st century, people who
are deserving are either able to end poverty with some assistance or have children whose cultural
inundation to poverty should be disrupted. The relationship between the welfare system and
culturalism, in Lee’s words, is that individuals are expected to “solve their own poverty which
removes responsibility on the state” (Lee 2015, 107).
The goal to reduce dependency and limit the state’s responsibility in providing welfare
reached a significant milestone in 1996, when President Clinton proclaimed an “end to welfare
as we know it,” thus ending the AFDC and establishing the Temporary Aid to Needy Families
(TANF) program (Blumgart 2011, accessed March 7, 2020). TANF would continue workforce
requirements but limit the number of years that households could receive aid to 5 years. TANF
provided states with a block grant which they could apply however they saw fit to eligible
households. The lone mandate from the grant was that states maintained the program’s work
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component (ibid). In 2020, TANF remains active as the primary program for families to receive
federal aid through the state.
TANF significantly changed welfare programs by making them state-run and by adding
time-limits. States have even more subjective views on the causes of poverty than the federal
government, and in the TANF model they can overly resource administrative costs and reduce
essential financial support to people in poverty or have strict labor conditions for pay (Blumgart
2011, Accessed March 7, 2020). The time constraint of TANF is even more oppressive. Besides
limiting support for people in need, it creates unrealistic expectations on people’s ability to
participate in labor and on the effectiveness of the labor market for providing enough jobs for
people in poverty. Blumgart succinctly describes the complexity and foolishness of
supplementing benefits for people in need with the labor market, “The families who have
struggled through poverty the longest are often dealing with other problems -- like domestic
violence, mental-health issues, serious medical conditions, extremely low education levels -- that
limit their ability to find work even when the economy is booming. With the economy in decline,
a system that counts on the neediest families finding gainful employment is one that leaves too
many without anywhere to turn” (ibid). Welfare-to-work is an example of how public policy that
echoes the culture of poverty’s focus on labor and personal responsibility can appear sensible to
policymakers but have devastating results for poor households. My former colleague and San
Francisco based author, James Tracy, refers to the welfare-to-work reforms as the transition to a
system of “psychologically disciplining people” (Interview with Tracy March 2, 2020).
The culture of poverty redefined deservingness by centering the conversation around
cultural habits and welfare dependency. Welfare reform in the 1980s and 1990s produced
programs that aimed at eliminating those habits and dependencies. People who are considered
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unable to achieve self-sufficiency or join mainstream culture are marginalized by these
programs, and unhoused people are commonly excluded in this context. Exclusion is not just
limited to accessing essential aid. It also prohibits participation in empirical research on welfare
programs. It is worth noting that efficiency and success is often measured using criteria of ending
dependency and cultural habits of the poor. The result is a dearth of research linking welfare
programs, especially cash transfer programs, with homeless recipients. Even when there is
research available, outcomes are measured by reductions in poverty and dependency, which are
mainstream ideals not necessarily attuned to the unique circumstances of homelessness.

Welfare and a Culture Against Homelessness

Studies which imply that the characteristics and habits of people experiencing poverty
develop through family structures fuel comparative mainstream beliefs. These studies are also
used by politicians to reinforce their positions on welfare legislation. When social science studies
paint poor family culture as a source of cyclical poverty or non-working households as lazy or
moochers on the system, legislation will enforce the elimination of those perceived qualities
which sustain poverty in culture and individual behavior. When public leaders create laws that
punish people in poverty or say that some are more undeserving of care than others, they signal
through their rhetoric and mandate through the state that people in poverty are different than
people in the middle-class or mainstream. They are deemed to hold different cultural customs,
beliefs, values, interests, and ambitions (Lewis 1998). The danger of creating an otherness for
people who are in poverty is that cycles begin within welfare systems to continue reinforcing
mainstream values.
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According to Howe, one of the features of Lewis’ Culture of Poverty (1966) are the
cultural differences between people in poverty whose conditions are the result of economic
circumstances versus the people in poverty whose conditions are the result of their own personal
behaviors and attributes (Howe 1998, 71). I argue a similar contradiction in perceived cultural
differences between people in poverty and people who are homeless.
Assumptions about homelessness are learned associations that are based on stereotypes.
These stereotypes are harmful determinants of how people are treated in public and within
homeless services networks. What “is” or “is not” homelessness is conveyed through media,
public policy, and mainstream attitudes. In the filming of the Matrix 4 in San Francisco, a call for
extras asked for, among others, “homeless types” (Gentile 2020, accessed 2/24/2020). The call
for extras invites interested actors to assert their own perceptions of how a homeless person
looks, and that depiction will appear as the media representation in theaters. In the national press
in 2019 and 2020, President Trump provoked attitudes against homeless people by proclaiming
that cities like San Francisco and Los Angeles are slums that need to clean up (Aspirin 2020,
accessed 2/20/2020). The President’s jabs are at the cities themselves and his likely targets in
those statements are officials in those districts and the state of California, but there is a direct
insinuation that unsanitary and dirty conditions are complementary of homelessness. And in San
Francisco, outright frustration with qualities associated with homelessness led to mainstream
backlash with open letters to city officials from notable “tech bros” Justin Keller (2016, accessed
2/21/2020) and Gregory Gopman (Original post deleted, referenced in Dicky 2013, accessed
2/21/2020). Their letters describe “riff raff” and “degenerates” who plague the city, and they
point to the culprits of undesirable behavior as homeless people.
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Most of the public’s perceptions about homelessness are incorrect. Tsai et al. (2017)
shows that mainstream beliefs about the causes of homelessness overrepresent mental health and
substance use as factors and underrepresent the amount of black and formerly incarcerated men
experiencing poverty and homelessness (Tsai et al. 2017). Misunderstanding the causes of
homelessness contributes to worse public treatment of people who are homeless. When people
with influence who do not understand homelessness use their power to apply subjective values of
sobriety and personal responsibility, it leads to ineffective and sometimes harmful public policy.
Systems of support that intend to address homelessness can further criminalize people without
homes and create more barriers to reach housing or meet other needs.
How often have you seen, in person or through the media, someone saying, “get a job,” to
a person who is panhandling? It is a common trope of class separation. The line is so overused it
is almost satirical in mainstream culture, but it is based in real attitudes and persistent value
structures. Telling people who are panhandling to “get a job” is an accurate representation of
mainstream views on the causes of homelessness and stereotypes about what homelessness looks
like. Some localities address homelessness by using stereotypes, which incorrectly targets
homeless behavior like panhandling and the roots of homelessness like substance use.
In 2017, business owners in Upland, CA told city officials they needed to see immediate
action on panhandling (Blumgart 2018). Like other cities in the US, their frustration with
panhandling was driven by safety concerns, this time after an apparent panhandler accosted the
family member of a business owner. Unable to simply outlaw panhandling, the town launched a
public awareness campaign warning residents and visitors against giving money to panhandlers.
Signs went up with the words, “Say No to Panhandlers,” and a link to the website,
“stopuplandpanhandling.com” (the website is no longer active). The efforts of the action’s
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leaders began as a response to violence, but they insisted that overall, the intent was to support
people who were panhandling. Rather than give money directly to the people panhandling, they
said, give money to organizations that support people who are either homeless or in poverty. Say
No to Panhandlers gives two justifications for giving to institutions rather than individuals. First,
they say, organizations can better accumulate resources to “reach the greatest number of people.”
Second, giving money directly to people who are panhandling in minuscule amounts is an
ineffective method of helping people save enough money to make a meaningful impact (ibid).
One major problem with the Say No to Panhandlers initiative is that people do not
typically give unprompted money to foundations. A benefit of panhandling is that people are
asked face-to-face to give money. There is a layer of accountability. On the street, a panhandler
can receive coin change or small bills with each donation. Online or with a written check, that is
very unlikely, and so people who would only give a dollar or two on the street are virtually
discouraged from any giving.
The leaders of the Say No to Panhandlers campaign believe that giving money to people
panhandling encourages more or consistent panhandling habits, which they correlate with public
safety concerns (Blumgart 2018). Their rationale is comparable with other concerns from
mainstream opinions, politicians, and researchers who believe the welfare state creates
dependency. Public policy like this pushes the narrative that people who panhandle are
dangerous and should be punished for their behavior or are undeserving of direct support. The
arguments made for not giving to panhandlers are aligned with the philosophy of Welfare-toWork, which discourages “handouts'' to people in poverty in a vain attempt to promote personal
responsibility (Blumgart 2011, accessed March 7, 2020).
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Basing homelessness policy on public perceptions of deservingness also adds unrealistic
and unnecessary conditions to programs, with non-compliance of program conditions leading to
dismissal. A shelter program in Atlanta shows the risks of applying conditionality and
surveillance for people who are homeless. The Atlanta program promotes self-reliance through
service engagement and offering temporary shelter (Hicks-Coolick, Peters, Zimmerman 2007,
137). Participants in the shelter program must attend a mandatory orientation, regularly check-in
with program staff, behave “appropriately” (which can even mean no foul language or public
displays of affection), never use substances, pass a weekly drug test (including paying an $8 fee
for the test), and pass a nightly breathalyzer in order to stay (ibid). There are workshops that train
on “self-sufficiency” and a mandatory work component which requires one full day of work in
the first eight days of a participant’s stay in order to keep their spot in the shelter (ibid). Program
staff keep a “point system” that gives points to participants for negative behavior and noncompliance with program rules. Points are given for leaving at night, leaving in the morning
without a “morning pass,” begging near the shelter, or missing workshops and mandatory
meetings. Enough points will lead to dismissal (Hicks-Coolick, Peters, Zimmerman 2007, 137).
The top reason for dismissal from the Atlanta shelter program is “making no progress,”
which Hicks-Coolick et al. translates as non-compliance of program rules (Hicks-Coolick,
Peters, Zimmerman 2007, 137). The top reasons points are given to participants is substance use
and having difficulty with the workshop and labor requirements. Dismissing people from shelter
programs for their inability to access labor is problematic; it does not recognize the needs beyond
what program administrators choose to address (Hicks-Coolick, Peters, Zimmerman 2007, 140).
Programs like the Atlanta shelter pilot show homeless services measure deservingness by
participants’ ability to comply with conditionality. Participants are asked to simplify the
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complexity of their circumstances in order to achieve success by mainstream standards and
expectations.
In San Francisco, where I base my personal observations and where homelessness is a
major concern for policymakers and the mainstream public, homeless services programs
commonly include conditionality. Local welfare policies communicate that the most deserving of
support are people who end their welfare dependency.
There are several cash assistance programs in San Francisco. One of the most common is
called General Assistance (GA), which is administered through California Adult Assistance
Program (CAAP). GA provides monthly cash to low income residents. The value of cash aid
ranges based on a person’s family composition and living situation, but a single adult typically
receives between $400-$500 each month if they have a permanent address. Recipients who are
not housed receive around $70 per month. The difference in cash value for housed versus
unhoused people is a result of “Care not Cash” (CNC), a 2002 initiative sponsored by San
Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom and approved by voters in support of Proposition N (Ten Year
Plan Implementation Council 2005). Under CNC, people receiving GA who do not have a
permanent address receive less money than those who are housed. The reduction in direct cash
resources for people who are unhoused is diverted into a fund for more affordable housing, case
management, and health services (ibid). Despite retracting cash benefits for homeless San
Franciscans, administrators of CNC insist the funding is more supportive of homeless residents
overall. A 2005 progress report published by the Mayor’s Office and the Department of Human
Services (DHS) reiterated, “In implementing the Care Not Cash program, DHS’ primary goal is
to reduce homelessness and improve the health and welfare of homeless indigent adults receiving
cash assistance through enhanced services and expanded housing opportunities” (ibid). CNC
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attempted to put more money into housing, but the byproduct was reducing opportunities for the
vast majority of people who are unhoused and unable to access the scarce county-funded housing
portfolio. Policies like these overtly communicate the deserving culture of welfare services –
people who are poor and housed are more deserving of aid than people who are poor and
unhoused. Without access to more robust financial resources, people who are unhoused become
vulnerable to longer episodes of homelessness or are more likely to fall back into homelessness
if they eventually access housing.
The Point in Time (PIT) count shows that more people than ever are homeless in San
Francisco and California (Applied Survey Research 2019). Reallocating existing resources like
CNC and prioritizing that all homeless assistance includes a housing focus is not doing enough
to keep people off the streets or reduce overall human suffering. There is significant investment
in homeless services programs that offer emergency shelter, case management, health care, and
other vital resources, but not enough into resources that unhoused people can utilize themselves,
so they can either end or navigate homelessness on their own terms. The product of combatting
homelessness by indirectly providing resources for people who are homeless is a larger homeless
population in San Francisco and the greater Bay Area. There is a demand for new strategies to
combat homelessness. Leaving any possible opportunity to reduce suffering out of the response
strategy is unacceptable during a time of crisis. Direct cash needs to be part of the equation.

Cash Transfers in the U.S.

My research attempts to link UCT with homelessness. The previous sections discuss how
perceptions of deservingness developed in the welfare state, in the U.S., and how people who are
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homeless and in poverty are affected by cultural and programmatic evaluations of deservingness.
The next sections discuss cash transfers for people in poverty. There is virtually no research
available that connects UCT and homelessness, which is an academic gap this capstone attempts
to correct. Since 2000, the number of cash transfers for people in poverty has escalated, and now
about 1 billion people worldwide receive money in some form from their government (Moss,
Lambert, Majerowicz 2015, 9). There are far more international cash transfer programs than
there are in the U.S., but this capstone primarily focuses on U.S. programs because of domestic
homelessness issues and the lack of cultural studies on homelessness outside the U.S.
My analysis of cash transfers in the U.S. points to recent efforts to pilot UBI and UCT
programs, but these programs still target people in poverty and exclude people who are
homeless. Cash transfers and homelessness are separated subjects in my Literature Review. I
bring these two topics together in the context of my personal professional experience in my
Methods section.
Financial assistance programs that apply new methods to aiding low-income communities
are becoming popular. Several localities are attempting small scale and experimental cash
transfer programs, and Universal Basic Income (UBI) earned national appeal and notoriety as a
leading platform for Presidential Candidate Andrew Yang, 2020. But in order to gain more
widespread appeal and acceptance, they must compete with mainstream perceptions about
poverty and homelessness which still influence program design.
There are exciting examples of successful cash transfer programs in the US already. In
Mississippi, there is a new program that gives single mothers in public housing $1,000 each
month for a year. It is a pilot program for UBI, and it started in December 2018 with 20 mothers.
The program was reported on in The Washington Post, which took a progressive stance in
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claiming the Mississippi pilot is an alternative approach to welfare programs that only further
reinforced poverty by adding, “work mandates, time limits, benefit caps — rules aimed at
pointing families toward what the government thinks are good choices” (Samuels 2019, accessed
October 20, 2019). The article shares heartwarming and thought-provoking anecdotes about how
brief reprieves from poverty produce meaningful changes in the day-to-day lives of recipients. In
the beginning of the pilot, recipients spent the money quickly, but as payments continued each
month, the recipients were eager to learn about saving and using money in ways they never had
the chance to before. Spending on new hairdos and high-end clothing for their children was
replaced with stable housing outside and summer camps (ibid).
The pilot described in The Washington Post is an appropriate story to highlight before
delving into other research because it encapsulates the range of policymakers’ concerns and
hopes for UCT programs. The Mississippi case tests a UBI program, but as stated in my
“Defining Terms” chapter, a UBI pilot often functions like a CCT. At the beginning of the
program, the leaders met with the participants to ask how the first check was spent. “’I blew all
of it,’ Gray recalled. ‘It only took a weekend.’ Most of the women said the same thing. In a
month, nearly all of the money had vanished” (Samuels 2019). For a program with the goal of
economic stimulus, spending habits at the onset of the program are positive signs. For a program
with the goal of aiding needy families, as they are very often designated, early spending in the
Mississippi pilot is a warning sign. Participants spending cash so quickly reinforces skeptics of
welfare programs who oppose handouts for low-income communities. A recent poll by Gallop
and Northeastern University found that 43% of US respondents support a Universal Basic
Income program (Reinhart 2019). That number might sound high, but it pales in comparison to
the 77% of respondents in the UK and 75% of respondents in Canada. Addressing the difference
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in support, Reinhart theorizes that, “Gaps in support for UBI among the three countries surveyed
may be due to the tradition of more robust social safety nets in the U.K. and Canada than in the
U.S.” (ibid). Americans’ aversion to cash transfer programs is not diminished by cases like
Mississippi, where participants quickly spend money on non-essential items.
But the story about the Mississippi mothers continues past the initial spending narratives,
and after a few more payments participants started to learn more about saving and spending
strategies. Eventually the payments led some participants out of poverty and into financially
stable situations, which is a terrific signal for advocates of UBI and other cash transfer programs.
“At the end of six months, none of the women reported using an emergency lender. Nearly all
said they had enough money to buy school supplies, when fewer than half had said that before.
They reported cooking more balanced meals, visiting the doctor and attending church more
often” (Samuels 2019).
The Mississippi program tested a small group of single mothers in low-income housing.
There were no rules for how participants spent money, but there were still small conditions that
make this UBI pilot appear similar to a CCT. The condition is that participants needed to meet
with program administrators and analysts in order to continue receiving monthly payments,
which still dictates behavior (Samuels 2019).
Research from other cash transfer programs point to other positive outcomes. A similar
pilot in Stockton, CA is gaining local popularity and recently posted their first results on
participant spending habits; “On average, participants in Stockton's trial spent a plurality of their
stipends (about 40%) on food and another 24% on sales and merchandise, including trips to
Walmart or dollar stores. Another 11% went to paying their utilities, and about 9% went to
buying gas and repairing their cars. That left about 16% to be divided among categories like
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medical expenses, transportation, education, insurance, recreation, and self-care. One resident,
48-year-old Zhona Everett, told the Associated Press that after paying her bills, she used the rest
of the stipend to pay off her wedding ring and donate to her church. She also had enough money
to go on a date with her husband, who works with her at a Tesla factory about 60 miles from
Stockton” (Bendix 2019, accessed October 6, 2019). The Mississippi and the Stockton studies
show that recipients spend unconditional cash benefits to improve economic stability and quality
of life.
Philadelphia is also piloting a UBI program for low-income renters. The experimental
program targets 1000 families that are in poverty or just above the poverty line who are
struggling to pay rent (Blumgart 2020, accessed March 12, 2020). However, the method of
targeting families is not yet determined. The families will be split into two groups. One of those
groups will receive a UCT of about $425 per month and the other group will receive a rental
voucher. The program will investigate how the group with the UCT benefits compares to the
group whose money goes directly to their rent through a housing voucher. The money is given to
UCT participants on a debit card that can track when and where payments are made without
tracking what is being purchased exactly (ibid).
One of the qualities that makes UCT advantageous over other welfare programs is the
ability for participants to spend flexibly. If programs in Mississippi, Stockton, and Philadelphia
show promising results, they will help produce more programs that allow participants to spend
towards needs and services they identify themselves, not those which are prescribed by
policymakers.
Allowing for unconditional spending is a welcome departure from other welfare
programs, but there are other ways the UBI pilots discussed in this section abide by familiar
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welfare constraints. The program in Mississippi targets poor single mothers who are renters and
measures success based on how the cash transfer combats poverty (Samuels 2019, Accessed
October 20, 2019). The Stockton UBI pilot initially sent invitations by postcard to anyone with
an address in neighborhoods where the annual median income was lower than the city average
(Holder 2019, Accessed April 20, 2020). The Philadelphia UCT program targets renters who are
at risk losing their housing. These are some of the most progressive cash transfer programs in the
U.S. today, and yet all three target or measure success by evaluating people in poverty with
permanent addresses. Evaluating UCT impact on people who are homeless is still untested. The
next section transitions from discussing cash transfers for people in poverty to recent attempts at
cash transfers for people who are homeless.

Section IV: Methods
My personal observations are drawn from 16 months of experience managing the
Problem Solving Services (PSS) pilot, a conditional cash transfer (CCT) program at Episcopal
Community Services (ECS). Including my work with ECS is pivotal for this research because it
connects my literature review to my personal experience connecting cash transfers with
homelessness in the practice, not just in theory. My professional experience gives me unique and
detailed insights on cash transfer programs that are absent from theoretical literature. The PSS
pilot attempts a new method of ending homelessness, and in this section I articulate how the PSS
pilot’s method differs from other welfare programs. My research introduces the PSS method of
using cash transfers for homelessness that includes an analysis of participant outcomes,
bureaucratic and administrative hurdles, and the response from the local homeless service
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industry. The assertions I make in the section are drawn from my observations as an ECS
employee and six years as a homeless services professional in San Francisco.
In many ways, the PSS pilot reflects themes from the history of welfare and the culture of
poverty that contribute harmful cultural attitudes against homelessness. There are persistent
elements of deservingness and surveillance that resemble the meritocracy of welfare in the U.S.
The PSS pilot has several layers of conditionality, including the value (amount) of cash transfer
payments and what type of spending is permissible. However, there are other elements of the
PSS pilot that are a departure from traditional themes of homeless welfare. In this section, I
discuss how PSS policies counteract mistrust that is inherent in welfare programs for people who
are homeless, and how cash transfers are an effective battleground for further undermining
negative depictions of homelessness.
This section begins by discussing the intentions and events that brought about the PSS
pilot. Establishing a program that gives cash transfers to people who are homeless is not a
seamless and straightforward process. There are considerations for hiring staff, creating
programmatic best-practices, and partnering with other agencies. I discuss barriers to implement
a cash transfer for homelessness, how they are addressed by the PSS pilot, and how future
research or programs can overcome them. In later sections, I address the outcomes of the PSS
pilot. My analysis uses data from the program and includes personal anecdotes of successes and
challenges.
The CCT administered in the PSS pilot is similar to an in-kind transfer, but a
distinguishing difference for me is that the program participant identifies the spending that will
end their homelessness themselves. The program staff do not make spending choices for the
participants. The participants are also eligible to receive gift cards directly for items they identify
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as necessary to end their homelessness. My insights from the program are valuable for answering
my research question, but they do not completely address the opportunities of a UCT in relation
to homelessness. Therefore, the end of this section discusses my community collaboration with a
San Francisco nonprofit called Tipping Point Community, and a project that addresses the
unconditional and lump sum component of cash transfers for homelessness.

Establishing the Problem Solving Services Pilot

HUD distributes funds county by county to run Coordinated Entry (CE) – a homelessness
and housing initiative that is facilitated at the local level with strategies that are based on each
county’s needs and unique issues. In San Francisco, Coordinated Entry was established in 2016,
one year after HSH was created by Mayor Ed Lee. At the onset, HSH put out a request for
proposals (RFP) to local nonprofit homeless services and housing organizations to win the
Coordinated Entry contracts. The organizations that entered into the CE contracts use those funds
to hire staff and administer services to the homeless community in San Francisco and abide by
HSH and Coordinated Entry goals, along with their restrictions and regulations.
Coordinated Entry in San Francisco is split into three different branches to better support
target populations. Those Coordinated Entry branches are adults, youth, and families. ECS won
the RFP for Adult Coordinated Entry (ACE) in 2016. Between 2016 and 2018, ACE established
a comprehensive system of outreaching homeless adults, assessing them for housing services
based on their vulnerabilities, barriers to housing, and chronicity, and moving them into state-ofthe-art shelters called Navigation Centers while they prepared for a transition to permanent
supportive housing. However, this housing pathway is limited by permanent supportive housing
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stock and shelter bed availability. Coordinated Entry administrators and local leaders were
pressed to create a system that increases access to housing services for the majority of homeless
San Franciscans who could not access the permanent housing pathways.
In 2018, San Francisco applied diversion techniques to the entire homeless population,
not just people who are recently homeless or seeking services at local shelters (Interview with
Owens February 25, 2020). The PSS pilot is the program that tests this exploratory method of
housing services.
Diversion is traditionally a style of criminal justice services that seeks to divert low-level
offenders from jail or prison time by navigating them to community-based programs that provide
support or rehabilitation outside of the criminal justice system (Interview with Owens February
25, 2020). In San Francisco, organizations like the Pretrial Diversion Program champion this
method of services for first time offenders. In the past decade, diversion techniques are more
increasingly being applied to other community groups in need of services, particularly homeless
populations (ibid). In the context of homeless services systems, diversion focuses on preventing
newly homeless people from entering the homeless response network at the first point of contact,
such as a shelter, jail discharge planning, or eviction defense programs.
Noteworthy homeless diversion programs in Tacoma, Alameda, Pierce, and several other
counties helped HSH develop the PSS pilot for families, youth, and single adults in San
Francisco (Interview with Owens February 25, 2020). In localities already attempting some form
of diversion, the target populations are commonly families who seek shelter. Diversion addresses
shelter scarcity by working with participants to find other accommodations, even if for a short
time (ibid). Some diversion programs like Boston offer financial incentives, while others
facilitate a non-financial approach that utilizes a person-centered discussion to help participants
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consider their alternatives to shelter (ibid). HSH looked at a wide range of models to create the
PSS pilot, which mixes a conversational approach and a relatively large financial component
compared with similar programs.
PSS started with an experimental budget of $500,000, called the ‘flex’ fund, with broad
spending parameters so it can easily reach any applicant who identified a route out of
homelessness within their own network; outside from what is known as the homeless response
system (HRS). The HRS is an HSH term that describes the network of all homeless service
providers, housing subsidies for homeless residents, and living situations that HSH considered as
homeless. In order for staff to approve flex fund requests, a program participant needs to identify
housing that HSH does not consider within the HRS.
The conversational approach is important to consider when evaluating the PSS pilot. The
program does not only distribute cash transfers – the conversational component is a highly
complex and peer-tested methodology of helping people who are homeless identify how they can
end their homelessness on their own. This research does not explore the details of the PSS
conversational methodology, but for programmatic considerations it is necessary to know that
non-financial methods are applied which lead to productive outcomes.
Success in the PSS pilot is measured by a participant exiting the HRS, whether flex funds
were spent or not. A successful exit is called a “resolution,” and a resolution can last the length
of one day to one year or more. If a participant went from a living condition such as their car or
shelter to a rental unit or a friend’s extra room, no matter how long, the program recorded a
successful resolution. The minimum of one night outside the HRS is a significant feature of the
PSS pilot. Welfare programs that target homelessness commonly measure success by how
effectively they end homelessness or contribute to broader efforts to end homelessness.
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Measuring success with one-night resolutions is the product of HSH’s intentions to emanate
positive qualities of other diversion programs whose goals are to decrease the demand for shelter
beds and reduce the number of people sleeping on the street (Interview with Owens February 25,
2020).
Figure 1

Note: PSS pilot data shows the number of individual resolutions each month from November 2018 through July 2019.
Resolutions increased rapidly from December to May because staff skills improved as they adapted to the new methodology of
PSS. Another cause for an increase after February is that flex fund policies changed to allow multi-month rental assistance.
Numbers declined after May because the flex fund was exhausted in preparation for the new fiscal year. (Personal Source: PSS
Tracking Data)

In October 2018, ECS hired me to create and manage the new PSS pilot program. I was
hired one month before the November 5th, 2018 launch. At the time, only half of the 18 positions
for PSS Specialists were filled. The PSS Specialists are front-line workers who meet with
program participants. The Specialists who were already hired did not fully understand their role
and had doubts about the program’s effectiveness. Most, including myself, came from
backgrounds working at homeless shelters, case management at affordable housing sites, or as
homeless advocates. Their new task in the PSS pilot, they learned, was meeting with thousands
of people experiencing a broad range of homeless situations in San Francisco and helping them
visualize new pathways to housing within their own personal network. The transition was
difficult for staff, community partners, and participants alike. The principals of the PSS pilot
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contradict popular thinking about homeless and housing services in San Francisco. Instead of
placing people in city-funded permanent supportive housing, which is inaccessible to most
people due to local housing scarcity, PSS calls on participants and staff to work together to find
alternative solutions. When the program began, staff were concerned about the risks of frankly
telling participants that they could not offer housing through the program, but would instead
work with them to find other housing, such as with a friend or family member, at a place they
could sleep temporarily, or at a place they could rent. Many thought the methodology was futile;
if those options existed, why were people not already staying there?
Doubts of the program’s effectiveness were shared by others in the homeless services
community. One of my responsibilities was creating a training curriculum for the PSS
methodology and facilitating that training for community partners. The San Francisco Homeless
Outreach Team (SFHOT), another HSH funded program and one of the closest working partners
with ECS-ACE, received the first training. The SFHOT staff predominantly works with people
who are unsheltered and have acute vulnerability. They deploy case management and outreach
teams, with nearly 100 contracted workers and a dozen managers who are city employees. The
initial training was not well-received by SFHOT. The prospect of asking the most vulnerable
people to find housing in their personal network seemed unrealistic to many SFHOT workers.
With high tensions and a bundle of nerves, PSS staff opened the door on November 5th,
2018 to 600 people seeking housing services. Nobody knew what to expect or even how to
navigate the difficult conversations about the housing reality in San Francisco. But on the first
day, in a bustling community room in the Sanctuary shelter on 8th and Howard, one person
presented a PSS Specialist with a lease. “I can move in today,” they told the Specialist, “I am
going to start a new job next week. If you help me pay for first month rent and deposit, I can
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support myself there.” The Specialist called me over. We reviewed the lease, we talked to the
participant about their employment opportunity, and we called the property management
company named on the lease. Everything checked out, but we did not know what to do next;
there was no precedent. I called my supervisor to meet me at the ECS headquarters and almost
ran out of the building. The staff at the ECS finance department usually does not have employees
run to their door. “We need a check now so this person can move in! Here’s their lease
agreement!” Surprised, confused, and pressured to cut a check lest the participant remain
homeless that night, the finance representative complied, and we cut a check within 30 minutes.
One hour later I delivered the check to the property management group on the lease, and the
participant was no longer homeless.
The next 15 months of my employment at ECS was not as straight-forward as getting a
rent check by simply asking for it. There are countless success stories and a fair share of
challenges we faced. The next section looks closely at the day-to-day experience of the PSS
pilot. My account considers the practical applications of a CCT for homelessness and later
applies the outcomes to possibilities in a similar UCT program.

Field Observations: Successes and Challenges in the Problem Solving Pilot

Despite a timid transition into applying the PSS methodology on November 5th, 2018, the
beginning months of the program were highly productive. After four months of delivering PSS
services and spending over half the starting budget on about 150 unique homeless resolutions,
the Mayor’s Office was ready to throw their weight behind the project with another $700K grant

Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

55

in General Funds. With $1.2M in funding, the PSS pilot nearly exhausted all funding between
November 2018 and June 2019 to support nearly 450 San Franciscans exit homelessness.
A signature of the beginning months were administrative challenges with documenting
cash transfers. The funder, HSH, did not mandate specific documentation practices during the
program launch. The nonprofit grantees were responsible. When my supervisor and I demanded
a check from the finance department on the first day of PSS services, it was the last time we
received flex funds without backup paperwork. Now the documentation standards are wellestablished. An ECS “Financial Assistance Agreement” form (FAA) must be completed, which
specifies the amount of flex funds requested, what the funds were being spent on, and how they
lead to housing outside the HRS. If the payment is for rent, the participant is required to return a
signed lease or an ECS “Intent to Rent” form. Payments to third party providers such as autoshops or furniture stores require invoices and receipts. As the program grew, so too did the
demand for backup documentation.
In January 2019, flex fund payments stopped. Executives at the chief level at ECS
learned that W9s were not included in the PSS documentation requirements at that time, and they
needed to be if any payments were made over $600. As program staff, we were not savvy to the
legality and tax implications of distributing flex funds. Not collecting W9s from the beginning
was a mistake in interdepartmental collaboration that resulted in considerable extra work. PSS
staff, mostly Specialists, were asked to go back to every participant they helped with flex funds
to collect W9s retroactively. Within two weeks the W9s were collected, but during that time
dozens of new housing opportunities were lost as staff played catchup on W9 documentation
instead of working with new participants.
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The FAA, Intent to Rent, W9, and other supporting documentation may seem like a lot,
but it is small in comparison to other financial assistance programs. Chris Block, the Director of
ECS-ACE, fought aggressively against adding more documentation and “hoops to jump
through.” Block believes welfare systems naturally demand more and more from benefit seekers
over time, and that there are always systems and staff within those systems that pull new
programs back to the status quo. “We can’t let that happen with Problem Solving,” he said.
“We’re not the DMV.
Figure 2

Note: PSS pilot data shows the rate of individuals who met with a PSS Specialist and reached a housing resolution. Figure data is
from November 2018 through July 2019. Rate of resolutions fell under 10 percent when flex funds ended in May. (Personal
Source: PSS Tracking Data)

When the PSS pilot was not entrenched in policy battles, the program produced positive
outcomes. The first fiscal year of the pilot recorded a 10 percent rate of resolutions per “unique
individual,” which refers to a single person who interacts with program staff any number of
times. When flex funds were applied to resolutions, 92% were used for first month rent and
deposit. This analysis showed us that there is a significant population of people in San Francisco
who are working and homeless, and that providing some financial assistance to this population
can lead to sustained housing. The other 8% of flex fund spending contributed to a wide range of
assets and services.
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Gift cards for food were often distributed, sometimes as a complementary component to
larger spending but other times as the singular key to a housing resolution. Because all housing
resolutions need to be in a safe and comfortable location, Specialists needed to make sure
participants had enough food at the place they identified in their network. Offering $100 in gift
cards to Safeway, for example, helped more people move to stable situations outside the HRS. In
January 2019 I met with two participants at the SOMA Access Point (Figure 3). They were
tenants in San Francisco for years but lost their housing and became homeless in December.
Through the conversational methodology, we discovered they had a friend with a home
and a spare room in San Francisco who hosted them in the past. They already considered
reaching out themselves, but they had nothing to contribute to the household and did not want to
burden them by taking up their space, food, and other necessities. “If you brought a few weeks of
food into the house do you think your friend would be more comfortable with you staying there,”
I asked. They quickly retorted, “Yes, but we don’t get paid until the beginning of the month and
have no money right now.” At that point in the conversation I offered gift cards and asked them
to determine the amount they thought was necessary for two weeks with their friend. Stunned
that they could receive help so easily, they looked at each other, grins growing, then back to me,
“Just $50 is enough.” “Are you sure?” I responded, “I think you might need more than $50 for
two people over two weeks. How about $100 each?”
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Figure 3

Note: Participants were able to stay with a friend in San Francisco
on the condition that they brought food into the home. With $100
in Safeway gift cards they were able to move in with their friend
on a starting basis of two weeks with the possibility of another
month. (Source: ECS - San Francisco Facebook page)

In the introduction of this capstone I discuss other creative resolutions, such as the person
who flew to Mongolia (Figure 4) or the person who drove to live with their cousin in Olympia,
WA (Figure 5). Transportation and furniture payments were a consistent source of PSS
resolutions. We learned that either as complementary to rental payments or as stand-alone
expenses, those purchases could help people exit homelessness to places they identified. There
were also some uncommon payments. One participant was promised a unit they could rent
immediately if they had a job, and they were promised an immediate job if they supplied their
own tools and toolbelt. With an established connection from homelessness to housing, the flex
fund was used to remove the impeding factor - in this case, a toolbelt.
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Figure 4

Note: PSS participant was living in a temporary overnight shelter in
San Francisco. With help from a PSS Specialist, she contacted her sister
in Mongolia. PSS flex funds paid for a plane ticket so the participant
could move in with her sister. (Source: ECS in San Francisco’s
Facebook page)

Figure 5

Note: PSS Participant was living in her car and in a Navigation Center
in San Francisco. With help from a PSS Specialist and the PSS
flex fund, she obtained resources that helped her drive to Olympia,
WA to live with her cousin. (Source: Photo by PSS Specialist)
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PSS outcomes were recorded at different locations to cross-analyze the rate of
resolutions. Services were mostly administered at “Access Points.” The Access Points for the
ACE system were at the Mother Brown adult shelter in the Bayview district and at a South of
Market (SOMA) office. Specialists also engaged in a mobile outreach. They went into the field
to meet participants on the street, in shelters, and health centers. They rode along in emergency
medical response vehicles (EMS6) and received clearance to enter jails to meet with people
identified as homeless by jail program staff. The PSS pilot built relationships with UCSF
Parnassus Hospital, California Pacific Medical Center, and San Francisco Zuckerberg General
Hospital so that medical staff had a direct line to PSS dispatch. Our data recorded that
resolutions were more common at the Access Points. In the first fiscal year, over 14% of people
who came to the Access Points had housing resolutions. The lower rate of success at mobile sites
contributed to the 10 percent average. This finding supported the assumptions of many
professionals in homeless services that people who have the agency, ability, and opportunity to
come to the Access Points are more capable of also finding housing in their personal networks.
In the PSS program’s second year, San Francisco county was ready to divert more funds;
roughly $1.8M in Whole Person Care (WPC) funding from the state and $375K from General
Funds for a total of about $2.1M for participants who identified safe and comfortable housing
avenues. But the second fiscal year of PSS also brought more conditions. HSH required a
“Housing Resolution Plan,” which is similar to an action or service plan common in case
management programs. HSH also required a “Housing Habitability Standards Inspection
Checklist” for all payments over $1,000, which verifies that the living situation in the resolution
is physically, structurally, and socially suitable for human habitation. HSH added more than
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documentation requirements. They also included spending limits for different types of housing
resolutions.
Spending amounts in the first year of the PSS pilot were unlimited, but it was conditional
upon the amount necessary to complete the resolution. If, for example, a lease indicated that rent
cost $2,000, that amount was authorized as the maximum available for the resolution. Spending
also needed to fall within a reasonable range of support. An $8,000 request for rental assistance
would initiate a closer look by ECS program managers and finance department staff. In the first
year, no payments to a single participant exceeded $5,000, which helped HSH justify a $5,000
limit on flex fund spending in the second year. The $5,000 limit was for any resolution that
included a lease or Intent to Rent document. For resolutions in situations other than a rental,
HSH set the limit on payments at $1,000. Spending limits are tied to the funding sources. WPC
monies are more robust and applicable only for rental resolutions. General Funds are available
for any spending, rental or otherwise. The funding sources and programmatic shifts encourage
more rental resolutions from the PSS pilot.
I stepped away from the PSS program in February 2020, halfway through the second
fiscal year of the program, to write this paper. What I observed in my year and a half with ECS
forced me to critically look at how cash transfer programs could expand to support more people
who are in poverty or experiencing homelessness, and how such programs could change modern
perceptions of homelessness welfare. The PSS initiative in San Francisco is a goldmine of
lessons learned about cash transfer administrative processes, pilot program establishment,
creative housing solutions, and the nature of homelessness itself.
The PSS pilot’s cash transfer reflects qualities of the culture of poverty in some ways, but
in others, the philosophy of the PSS pilot departs from conventional welfare stigmas of homeless
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communities. Some of the pros and cons of the PSS pilot’s principals may appear contradictory.
In several ways, program eligibility measured deservingness, and yet countless efforts were
taken to programmatically remove subjective judgements of deservingness. There were also
strong inclinations from staff throughout HSH and ECS at entry level, middle management, and
chief officer positions to surveil program participants throughout their cash transfer application
and even after receiving their benefit. There were also program guidelines that restricted
surveillance and, maybe more importantly, staff with devoted adherence to those guidelines.
Regrettably, and despite the investment from everybody who worked on the pilot to best serve
and support the program participants, there were seemingly unavoidable staff behaviors that
communicated mistrust towards people who sought the flexible cash transfer. There were also
countless examples of cases where program staff, through intentional and admirable efforts,
displayed immeasurable trust despite their natural intuition. My analysis of the PSS pilot is that
there was a heartfelt attempt to depart from programs that measure deservingness, surveil
recipients of government aid, and doubt the intentions of people who are unhoused. In some
ways the PSS pilot was successful in escaping conventional themes of the welfare state, but it
still could not totally divorce itself from the historic and cultural foundation of the welfare state.
The next two sections discuss how the PSS pilot produced elements of a culture against
homelessness in some ways and counteracted it in others.

Challenges within a Homelessness CCT

The PSS pilot had several conditions, some that determined who could participate in the
program and some that restricted certain types of spending. The ‘who’ is quite simple on paper.
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As an HSH program, Coordinated Entry’s services are restricted to people who meet the
definition of homelessness within San Francisco. At this time, it is necessary to review who is
excluded from HSH’s definition and HSH’s strategy for rolling out the program across the city.
Reviewing these elements of the program will highlight where the PSS pilot communicates
levels of deservingness. The spending restrictions do less to communicate deservingness for
receiving aid in the PSS pilot, but they do communicate mistrust and a desire for surveillance.
HSH has three metrics for assessing CE eligibility: household composition, connection to
San Francisco, and living situation. Household composition is determined as family, youth, or
single adult. Considering the history of welfare and social science research on the culture of
poverty, PSS for families was the first pilot launched thus cementing families experiencing
homelessness as the most deserving group. This analysis does not claim that families are the
most deserving group or debate which populations are more deserving of others, but I argue that
the nature of welfare in the U.S. always communicates deservingness, and therefore always
labels some as most deserving. A year after the family pilot launched, the adult system launched.
Launching the adult system before the youth system does not necessarily indicate which group
deserves aid first in this case. The adult system for PSS is contracted through a single nonprofit –
ECS – and the youth PSS system is contracted through several nonprofits which make the rollout
difficult from an administrative perspective. Also, TAY are able to access CE services through
the family or adult system despite youth and other community advocates voicing strong concerns
that non-youth-specific nonprofits are less capable at serving than the homeless TAY
community. That HSH chose to start PSS by targeting families is not an intentional signal that
some recipients are more deserving than others, but it still chains the program to conventional
and cultural roots of the welfare state.
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The CE restriction that only San Francisco residents are eligible for services is not
particularly problematic. It is not uncommon for programs to target people within a clear
geographical range. The restriction that only people in certain living situations are eligible for
services is controversial, however. CE services are only available for people seeking benefits if
they spend at least one night from the past seven in living conditions considered homeless by
HSH. They are (I am paraphrasing) staying in a place not meant for habitation; a shelter, an
institution for 90 days or less subsequent to experiencing homelessness, or if they are fleeing or
experiencing violence. Early on in the PSS pilot, the team of staff that met with program
participants discovered that it was very difficult sticking to the strict living conditions parameters
set by HSH. The PSS Specialists regularly met with participants whose living conditions were
more nuanced than a government bureaucracy like HSH could define. Specialists worked with
participants who were staying in places that could not clearly be classified as a place not meant
for habitation. Is staying on a different friend’s couch a living environment not meant for
habitation? Is staying in a family member’s garage or another room without plumbing,
electricity, or a bed a place not meant for habitation? Specialists worked with participants who
were in county jail for more than 90 days and were homeless in San Francisco before entering
and planned to be homeless after their release. Were Specialists supposed to tell those
participants that they were no longer eligible for CE services until they were released and spent
one dangerous night unhoused? Participants experiencing violence also presented circumstances
which made it difficult to classify whether or not they qualified for CE services. Picture a
scenario where a participant who, while living in San Francisco, experienced domestic violence
in the place they were staying and fled their housing. Feeling unsafe in San Francisco for fear
their abuser would locate them, the program participant chooses to sleep in their vehicle in
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Alameda county. Since this program participant is not sleeping in San Francisco, do they meet
the eligibility requirements for CE? There were hundreds of situations where staff were
responsible for determining a participant’s eligibility because the parameters cannot encapsulate
the complexity of homeless living conditions.
In some ways, the PSS went above and beyond what most cash transfer programs for a
targeted homeless population ever do, and yet it was inextricably tied to the theme of mistrust
that is characteristic of conventional welfare programs. Programmatically, the PSS pilot could
not give direct cash transfers to program participants unless it was in the form of gift cards for
food, gas, or other approvable items. Gift cards that were for non-specific purchases, like Visa
gift cards, were not allowed. Giving cash transfers that program participants could spend
unconditionally, without restrictions on itemized purchases, were not permitted. Participants
could only receive direct cash transfers for specific types of spending, like a $50 gift card for a
food market or for gas if they showed that those uses could facilitate their access to housing.
Those gift cards were the only types of cash transfers that could go directly to program
participants. All other cash transfers were restricted to payees, meaning that if a participant
identified a pathway to housing that required a payment to an auto-shop, airline, utility bill, or
more commonly, rent and deposit, the cash transfer could only be given directly to the payee and
not the program participant. Obviously, all payments were only approved if those expenditures
were directly linked with the participant’s housing pathway.
Yes, the program’s foundations reflect layers of mistrust, but attitudes of mistrust are
even communicated through staff who have years of training in providing homeless services.
Even with strict program guidelines about who could receive aid, staff are cautious about
approving expenditures or approving program eligibility. In the beginning of the program there
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was no documentation or best practices established or required by HSH. As previously noted, the
first day of the program, when my supervisor and I ran from the program office to the finance
department at ECS headquarters, it was the last time we received a flex fund check without
backup documentation.
We quickly learned that our methods for requesting checks were completely
unacceptable. Slowly we added more documentation to the cash transfer release process over the
first few months of the program launch. As previously noted, for legal reasons we needed to
collect a W9 from the recipient of the cash transfer if the value was more than $600. Then, staff
from the finance department demanded that they receive a document which clearly defined the
purpose of the cash transfer before releasing funds. When we brought some of the first packets of
documentation to request cash transfers to the ECS finance department, the executives asked to
speak with me about some of the requests. In situations where the participant needed to pay rent
and/or deposit for their move-in, they wanted to make sure the payee was using the money for
the intended purposes. They asked, “If we pay rent money to their friend with an open room,
how do we know the friend is not going out and spending that money on unintended uses and not
allowing our participant to stay there?” We couldn’t know. PSS Specialists could look up the
housing address and contact the landlord or payee, but since the housing was almost exclusively
in the private market, program staff had no way to ensure the security and validity of the
housing. On several occasions, the finance department at ECS placed cash transfers on a
moratorium, saying they would no longer cut checks due to their concerns that program
participants were not spending cash transfers for their intended purpose: housing. There were no
special indicators that participants were not spending money on housing, but nonetheless,
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administrators reacted to their fear of having limited control over how participants spent their
cash transfers.
Staff actions from the PSS team, not just other ECS departments, also communicate
mistrust at times. When PSS staff meet with a first-time participant, they ask a series of questions
to assess their household composition, their connection to San Francisco, and their housing
situation – the three factors that measure CE eligibility. PSS Specialists are sometimes suspicious
of participants’ answers and address their concerns with a supervisor if answers are blatantly
inconsistent, but overall, staff are expected to reserve their personal judgement and document
participant responses as given. This is sometimes a hard directive for staff to follow. In my time
at ECS, several Specialists denied services and expressed disbelief that a participant was actually
homeless if they presented as hygienic, manicured, and well-dressed. The Specialists - who came
from various backgrounds either working for homeless services organizations and/or with
personal experience with homelessness themselves - inescapably harbor mainstream views of
what a person who is homeless looks, sounds, and acts like. Holding these views is especially
damaging when working in a program like PSS because it can jeopardize access to financial
benefits for a highly vulnerable population.
After leaving ECS in February 2020, I learned from my connections with staff that
documentation requirements were added for participants to receive flex fund transfers. Instead of
relying on self-report, administrators now require proof of homelessness from another homeless
services agency like SFHOT and proof of income if they are requesting flex funds for rental
payments. People who are homeless might not work closely with homeless services providers in
order to obtain a proof of homelessness statement or have easy access to an income statement.
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The new restrictions are undeniably harmful to people seeking cash transfers from the
PSS pilot. One Specialist, who was formerly homeless and received assistance from a San
Francisco nonprofit to enter housing, shared their objection to the new restrictions: “I moved into
my apartment with no income and obtained employment two weeks after I moved in. We are a
program that is supposed to think out of the box when assisting our clients. I have been
chronically homeless and dealt with agencies who assist the homeless population with so many
barriers. It was very difficult at the time and caused great discouragement. We started this
program knowing that we were going to deal with some fraudulent issues and that was a sacrifice
we were going to take for the bigger picture of housing people” (Interview with anonymous
April 20, 2020). At this stage in the PSS program, no longer a pilot perhaps, it appears Block’s
concerns about increasing eligibility requirements are correct; experimental programs like PSS
succumb to pressure to revert back to the status quo of welfare systems.
Impulses to surveil cash transfer recipients, mistrusting benefit seekers, and personally
assessing deservingness are all qualities of the traditional welfare state and all are increasingly
present in the PSS pilot. However, the presence of these qualities does not mean the pilot was
ineffective or that staff intentionally tried to create more barriers for participants. The presence
of these programmatic traits are indicators that despite the best intentions to establish a highquality and creative cash transfer program, it is almost impossible to dispel the culture against
homelessness which is embedded in public policy and mainstream beliefs. In other ways, the
PSS pilot shows impressive resistance against administrative urges to revert back to the status
quo of cash transfer programs. There were qualities of the PSS that were groundbreaking and
represented a leap forward for the future of cash transfers for recipients experiencing
homelessness.
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Positive Takeaways from the PSS Pilot and Future UCT

One of the essential foundations for PSS at HSH is participant self-report. Welfare
systems typically require documentation or affidavits that confirm a benefit-seeker’s eligibility
for aid. Using self-report is a fantastic departure from the mistrusting nature of welfare programs
that target people who are homeless. PSS participants are not required to show paystubs,
identification, proof of homelessness, proof of former residency, or other documentation in order
to prove their eligibility for CE services or to receive a cash transfer. The quality of self-report in
the PSS program revealed some truths about offering direct financial assistance. One benefit is it
removes an administrative burden from the staff and the recipients. Self-report policies allow
staff to work with participants without auditing or investigating eligibility claims unless there are
dramatic inconsistencies, which allow them to engage with program participants in a nonjudgmental capacity. Program recipients are also not responsible for providing documentation,
which is a very restrictive aspect of other welfare programs for people who are homeless. Not
requiring documentation or formal proof of eligibility makes it easier for participants to access
financial resources. Fewer requirements also have uplifting impacts on relations between
participants and staff. The most inspirational moments of the PSS pilot were seeing the shock
and disbelief when participants were told they could receive a cash transfer with only the limited
information they shared. After recounting their homelessness history, confirming their eligibility
verbally, and discussing housing opportunities in their networks where they could stay safely if
they only had more robust resources, a Specialist could likely confirm their access to the flex
fund. That simple process is a huge departure from traditional welfare benefit programs.
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A recurring argument in the closed-door staff meetings in the PSS pilot addressed cheats,
scammers, people who were trying to “take us for a ride.” The more months that passed, the
more Specialists and administrators noticed that the community of homeless services providers
and participants understood the program rules. Word got out that the PSS pilot in San Francisco
distributes cash transfers if you tell the staff you have a place to stay and provide minimal
documentation. A participant returned to the SOMA Access Point with completed program
documentation for rental assistance. The Specialist looked up the listed address online and found
it belonged to a local liquor store. “Oops, you got me,” was the participant’s response, according
to the Specialist. One week, after we helped a participant move to a new residence in Alameda
CA, there was a line out of the door at the SOMA Access Point before opening at 9am. As
Specialists met with participants that day, they noticed the narratives were unusual. After a few
hours, one participant flat-out told the Specialist they heard of someone in their neighborhood in
Alameda who received rental assistance from the PSS program. It turned out that they and most
of the participants in the office that day were from Alameda, outside the geographic range of
program eligibility. These anecdotes may seem like challenges or barriers to success in a cash
transfer pilot, but I argue that they are positive signs for cash transfers, especially in terms of
their opportunities for homelessness and unconditionality.
PSS staff and I were optimistic that word was getting around to people experiencing
homelessness in San Francisco (and apparently even outside of San Francisco). A challenge of
welfare programs for homelessness is advertising new benefits to the community. People who
sleep on the street or in their cars, who are less likely to engage with homeless services, might
not hear about new opportunities for welfare benefits compared with people who regularly
access shelters. The PSS started with an “assessment blitz” from August 2018 through November
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2018 where they broadcast the new program to the local homeless community, and on the first
day 600 people came to the Access Points. However, no publicity or program is more effective at
advertising new benefits than low-barrier access to cash transfers.
Concerns about people who are ineligible for services or who use the money for
unintended purposes must be addressed. It is a chief concern for program staff throughout the
operation. It is also a reflective element of how deservingness influences cash transfers for
homelessness. Frankly, other program designers and I believe there is minimal risk or damage
from an ineligible participant manipulating the program in order to receive a cash transfer. One
reason there is little concern is simply because of the time it takes to receive a cash transfer. A
manipulator must go to an Access Point; any location a Specialist meets participants in the field
is confirmation enough of their homelessness status. They need to learn about the location of the
Access Points and go to one during working hours. At the Access Point, there is usually a line. It
can take anywhere from 5 minutes to an hour to see a Specialist. Once they meet with a
Specialist, they fill out several Release of Information documents to allow their private
information to enter into the “ONE System,” a database used by many homeless service partners
in San Francisco. Then, the Specialist begins the PSS conversational methodology, which
investigates the participant’s living condition and a broad range of lifestyle factors. If a person
makes it through those steps and completes a lengthy conversation with a Specialist without
contradicting their story or saying anything that indicates ineligibility, they are required to return
later with completed documentation for flex fund authorization. The documents must be signed
by a third party and the check can only be in the name of that third party, never the participant.
There are also contingencies to prohibit misallocation of flex funds. Specialists research
the addresses that participants identify. They call landlords, relatives, or friends to confirm that
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locations are safe and comfortable. The program data analysts record addresses of participants’
resolutions. On one occasion, in a two-week span, four people listed the same address just
outside of San Francisco. Program analysts identified the issue and administrators contacted the
landlord. The landlord verified they had multiple rooms for rent in their home and after they
helped house one person through PSS, they reached out to other people they knew who were
homeless in San Francisco and directed them to the Access Point. The story checked out, and we
processed the rent checks for all the participants.
I am certain that there are some people who receive cash transfers from the PSS pilot who
are technically ineligible; either they are not homeless based on the program’s definitions or they
embezzle money for a purpose other than a housing resolution. However, the harm of increased
oversight on ineligible benefit seekers creates more harm than it does good. Adding more
safeguards to prevent people who are undeserving or unworthy of receiving the benefit adds
more barriers for everyone who applies for the resource. The downside of fraud is several
hundred or a couple thousand dollars ending up in the hands of a person who went through a lot
of trouble to masquerade as homeless. That is the price that welfare programs pay for helping
hundreds of other people end homelessness in a cost-effective and empowering fashion.
The PSS pilot addresses housing as an important quality of homeless services, but it
holds another quality that is more progressive than most Housing First programs. Rather than
rely on the HRS to provide housing resources, the PSS pilot provides financial assistance for
someone who finds housing themselves. This is significant for two reasons. First, it empowers
people to create their own service pathways. Second, it creates a system of quick housing
placement. Rather than getting people on a waitlist or a lottery system that could take months or
even years like some Housing First programs, the PSS connects people with housing that they
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can immediately move into. The PSS pilot establishes a departure from some of the restrictive
qualities of Housing First pilots. The Director of ECS-ACE told me at the beginning of my work
in PSS that we were doing more than housing first; we were doing “Housing Now.” UCT
programs are conducive to a Housing Now mentality. Offering lump sums of money for people
experiencing homelessness amplifies the success found in the PSS pilot by empowering people
to use the money how they see fit and by creating opportunities for them to access whatever
services they need, housing or otherwise, immediately.
When I worked with two participants who identified a place to stay with their friend, the
programmatic cost for the resolutions was $100 each in gift cards for food (Figure 3). The $100
did not lead to housing in a few weeks, it led to immediate housing that night. Anecdotally the
amount seems low compared with other welfare benefits, especially for housing, but it was
appropriate for the type of resolution. The most recent PIT count in San Francisco recorded over
8,000 people experiencing homelessness at any given time. The HSH budget in 2019 was $270
million. A simple calculation shows that just over $33K is spent throughout the year on each
person actively homeless. Now, there are a variety of factors that calculation excludes, such as
the total number of people who experience homelessness throughout the year and not just the
people in the PIT count, the other city departments that also spend on homelessness, or that not
all spending goes towards homeless housing services. Still, given the vast bureaucracy of San
Francisco’s $11 billion budget, $100 per person to end homelessness for two weeks, and possibly
more, should be considered a major achievement. Spending on a toolbelt, a plane ticket, or
helping someone drive to Oregon are all considerably cheaper than paying to build low income
housing.
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Cash transfers are cost-effective at combating homelessness, but perhaps the most
important reward of cash transfers for homelessness is the partnership in addressing solutions
between the program and the participants. By applying cash transfers to qualities in a
participant’s personal network, the PSS program supported the participant and their immediate
community. The PSS pilot ensured that cash transfers only went towards housing avenues, but a
UCT in a similar program could help participants apply financial resources to housing or other
needs. Chris Block discussed this attribute of cash transfers as one of the most promising for
future programs. Linking cash programs with homelessness, he argued, combats the notion that
people are broken. The PSS pilot was a place where people created their own opportunities and
were “part of their own solutions” (Interview with Block March 6th, 2020).
Among the positive takeaways from the PSS pilot, one that I hope to explore further, is
the possibility of applying similar programmatic practices for UCT. My observations on how
uncommon spending helps people who are homeless find creative housing resolutions indicates
that other productive programs are possible when creative spending is applied to a broader range
of outcomes for people who are homeless. After my time at ECS, my connections with other
homeless services professionals led me to another opportunity to investigate the opportunities of
a UCT in a large bulk sum in San Francisco. The next section discusses my community
collaboration for a UCT study.

Community Collaboration: Tipping Point Community

My investigation of UCT programs for homelessness was in collaboration with Tipping
Point Community, a nonprofit based in San Francisco that leads philanthropic and strategic
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initiatives that address regional homelessness in the Bay Area. In conjunction with the
Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing (HSH), Tipping Point Community is
leading a Chronic Homeless Initiative (CHI) to reduce chronic homelessness in San Francisco
50% by 2022. Among a diverse range of programs, CHI administrators are partnering with local
legal agencies to bring more people experiencing homelessness on Supplemental Security
Income (SSI) benefits. SSI is a federal program for people who are disabled or low income. Most
recipients earn about $970 per month. The process of getting on SSI is an infamously difficult
process. It is common knowledge for communities that rely on or work within the welfare state
that no first-time applicants are accepted to SSI. A near-guaranteed rejection is a deterrent for
some to initially apply, and a deterrent for people who apply and then get rejected from
appealing their application. Appealing a rejection from SSI is a complicated process that often
requires legal support. The appeal process can take several attempts and last for months or even
years. In pursuit of the CHI goals, Tipping Point Community and their legal aid partners
established a program to expedite the SSI legal appeal process for San Franciscans experiencing
homelessness with no income who are identified by homeless service partners as having acute
vulnerability.
When applicants finally do get on SSI benefits, they receive retroactive pay from the date
of their original application. The money from SSI is also unconditional, so recipients can spend it
on anything they want. The SSI program wants to know how and where recipients spend their
benefits. More specifically, Tipping Point Community wants to know how much of the SSI
benefit was going towards housing, which is indicative of other homelessness programs that
measure outcomes based on housing acquisition.
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I became aware of the SSI program because I worked with the Director of CHI (Chris
Block) and other staff at Tipping Point Community when I was with the PSS pilot. We agreed to
collaborate because my research for this capstone project also studies how people who are
homeless spend unconditional cash transfers. My interest is not how much money from cash
transfers go towards housing, but rather how people experiencing homelessness spend money
from cash transfers when there are no conditions or rules to spending. Essentially, what happens
when cash transfer recipients are able to make autonomous spending decisions. The prospect of
the SSI program is especially appealing because recipients who receive backpay may earn a large
lump sum of unconditional cash, which is exactly the type of cash transfer at the center of my
research question.
Programs that serve homeless communities are mostly concerned with increasing access
to housing. My curiosity about UCT programs for homelessness questions how money is spent
by recipients if they are free to spend in ways that are specific to their assessment of their
personal needs rather than preassigned spending restrictions. How are resources used when
financial assistance programs do not assume what is in the best interest of recipients? Welfare
programs for homelessness have goals, mostly akin to decreasing the number of unhoused and
unsheltered people, but do unhoused cash transfer recipients share those goals? UCT programs
can do more to empower recipients who are homeless, and they can also do more to separate
from the foundations of welfare systems that mistrust recipients. SSI offers unconditional cash to
recipients, but the program itself does not exclusively target homeless communities. The Tipping
Point Community program specifically targets recipients who are deemed chronically homeless
in San Francisco. SSI distributes cash transfers on a monthly schedule, but for people who are
homeless or in poverty it is difficult to save money or organize a budget on a monthly basis. The
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

77

retroactive pay that comes with SSI is a rare opportunity to observe spending habits for homeless
recipients where there is a large sum. Rather than using the monthly payments on essential and
urgent needs, recipients could spend their retroactive pay on purchases that are otherwise
unattainable.
Tipping Point Community offered to hire me as a contractor to conduct interviews with
their program participants and get answers to my research questions along with their
programmatic questions. They also tasked me with formalizing the outreach and interview
process, since their program needed to evaluate participants’ spending habits after my research
concluded.
Before drafting interview questions, there were some considerations for our research.
Since the research targets people who are chronically homeless, we acknowledge that there
might be more difficulty reaching the program participants. When evaluating results, analysts
need to recognize that some people are capable of meeting and communicating their spending
habits and others are not. There is a possibility that the program cannot locate or meet with any
of the SSI recipients in the Tipping Point Community program. We were comfortable with that
possibility because it can still teach us something about evaluating these types of programs.
Since we did not know how many SSI recipients we could contact or interview in the time period
for my research, which was just about one month, we decided to evaluate the results anecdotally
rather than quantitatively. Collecting narratives from recipients we could contact is more helpful
than measuring their numerical data.
If we did find participants and conducted interviews, we needed to recognize that our
questions don’t incorporate personal information about their health characteristics, living
situations (in a shelter, street, institution, etc.), or other risk factors. Our joint research was
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specifically focused on their spending habits. Tipping Point Community wanted to know how
much of the SSI benefit went towards housing, and I wanted to know how the SSI was spent
generally. My objectives and Tipping Point Community’s objectives were slightly different, so it
was important to work together on our research while also clearly differentiating them on the
survey. My Master’s program also required that interviewees are fully aware about how their
answers were being used. The participants must be aware which questions support Tipping Point
Community’s program evaluation and which questions support my personal research.
My work with Tipping Point Began in late February 2020. Soon after, our partnership
was entirely interrupted by the global COVID-19 pandemic. There were several attempts at the
beginning of the shelter-in-place order in San Francisco to connect over email and create the
program’s foundations. We determined that phone interviews with participants were impossible,
given the population and the inequity of recording answers from only people we could reach. We
did agree to create the survey that we could deliver to SSI recipients. I also took responsibility
for creating interviewing guidelines once personal surveying was possible. The beginning of the
survey assessed chronicity. It asked about the participants’ current living situation, how long
they stayed there, and other qualities of their living conditions over the past three years. Other
questions asked about SSI benefits: how much participants received monthly, and how much
they received in retroactive pay. Later questions in the survey asked about spending. For Tipping
Point Community, questions targeted how SSI benefits helped participants access housing and
the portion of benefits that led to housing costs. My questions asked how spending habits
changed since receiving SSI, how the retroactive pay was spent, and about changes in overall
quality of living. Together, the Tipping Point Community questions and my own were designed
to capture the results of a lump-sum and unconditional cash benefit for people who are homeless.
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Unfortunately for the collaboration and this research, the SSI program is delayed
indefinitely. While I write, the future is unclear. In late April 2020 there is no end in sight to the
COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore no promise of continuing my research with Tipping Point.
Even though there is no data from the collaboration to report in this capstone, there are still
potential opportunities to consider with similar programs in the future. By applying legal support
to people initially denied SSI benefits and getting them quicker access to UCT, researchers can
effectively target program participants’ instead of the broader population of people who receive
SSI benefits. This targeting advantage also helps researchers easily reach and subsequently
interview more vulnerable participants with connections to homeless services establishments like
Tipping Point Community and the legal services agencies.
UCT programs offer an exciting opportunity to establish financial assistance frameworks
that contrast generational mistrust of people experiencing homelessness. UCT programs can
combat cultural tendencies to label some people deserving of aid and others as undeserving.
Examining the structure of UCT programs and their potential benefits beg the questions why
they have been attempted with such infrequency. Although there are many cash transfer
programs operating globally, there are none that target homeless populations with a large lump
sum of money. Cultural perceptions of poverty and homelessness are the cause of mainstream
and political reticence. The PSS pilot and the opportunities available in the Tipping Point
Community collaboration combat the culture that separates homelessness and financial
assistance and connects the frameworks in practice. My concluding section continues a
discussion on how this capstone’s research can lead to further progress connecting cash transfers
and homelessness. More research is necessary to disprove cultural depictions of people
experiencing homelessness as undeserving of institutional or community support.
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Section V: Discussion and Analysis
In the New Deal era, where some of the earliest welfare reforms took place, the greatest cultural
demand was supporting poor widowed mothers and their children, who were considered most
vulnerable and unable to support themselves without a working adult in the household. The
original intentions of welfare inadequately address vulnerable communities in the modern era.
Over the past century social problems accumulated faster than welfare reformed to meet new
challenges. Today, intersectional issues such as mental health, substance use, housing
unaffordability, partner violence, overcriminalization, and immigration intolerance are relevant
factors increasingly recognized in welfare programs. Some are newer problems that developed
within U.S. culture, but others were consistent social problems that always deserved attention
and were only acknowledged in recent decades. Our understanding of social problems is
outpacing welfare reform, but even welfare reform is outpacing our progress in rewiring public
perceptions about welfare recipients.
After decades of devaluing the experience and conditions faced by homeless
communities in the U.S., there is now growing attention on reducing homelessness. Cash
transfers are a type of welfare assistance that can do more than put money in peoples’ pockets
and reduce suffering. The lessons learned from cash transfer programs can replace the system of
mistrust that guided public policy and public perceptions for decades. Outcomes of CCT
programs are promising. Research shows that they generally reduce poverty and increase access
to education and healthcare with no significant impact on labor reduction. Still, CCT programs
are tied to practices that respond to the culture of poverty, such as targeting housed populations
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and having strict regulations for program eligibility. UCT programs can further aid people in
poverty while also breaking away from frameworks that traditionally exclude unhoused people.
UCT programs help frame conversations about the design of financial assistance
programs. Why can’t the government give large lump sums of money directly to people who are
experiencing homelessness? Public policy is not set in stone. It is possible to employ UCT
programs given some trust and political will. As cash transfer programs become more popular on
the national stage and with public policy leaders, homeless communities cannot be left out of
target groups for new pilots. The more that cash transfer programs include people who are
homeless in their models, the better researchers can compare concerns to hard data, rather than
continuing to rely on outdated preconceptions of how unhoused people’s values make them
undeserving of aid.
The PSS pilot proves that cash transfers for homelessness are effective. It shows that
people can end homelessness on their terms and at minimal cost to funders. The housing
outcomes of the PSS pilot dispel homeless stereotypes of helplessness, apathy, and laziness.
Contrary to public and institutional perceptions, people who are homeless are capable of
addressing their conditions if given direct support. They are worthy and deserving of unrestricted
cash assistance. Tipping Point Community’s SSI project will expand the lessons learned in the
PSS pilot by investigating the outcomes of a UCT for a similar target population – they both
focus geographically on San Francisco and are exclusively for people experiencing
homelessness.
Attempts to create a functioning UCT program for homelessness should review the
outcomes from the PSS pilot and the SSI project, and they must also consider elements of
deservingness and worthiness that permeate among the staff, program guidelines, and in their
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analysis of outcomes. When I worked with the PSS pilot, staff in every level of the operation
expressed uneasiness with giving people money if they felt they were undeserving of the benefit;
this meant people who were not homeless in San Francisco, people who were not living in
conditions defined as homeless by HSH, or people who appeared to have other intentions for the
money other than housing. Staff in the ECS finance office placed moratoriums on cash transfers
on several occasions based on their personal biases, like claiming that flex funds could be used
for “drugs.” On one occasion, a check process stopped because the participant had the same last
name as the third-party payee. The finance staff were concerned that there was fraud – that the
participant and third party were working together to steal funds. I needed to explain, “That’s
what this program is supposed to do. We help people move in with someone they know. They’re
family.” People who work for cash transfer programs might be well-intentioned, but they are not
immune to attributing their preconceived notions of deservingness to people who are homeless.
Cash transfers, and especially UCT, battles cultural fears of giving direct cash to people who are
perceived as irresponsible and unwilling to work for income.
A limitation of my research is that I do not explore other demographic factors within
homelessness. Homelessness is explored as a broad range of living conditions in this research
and not through the lens of race, gender, nationality, citizenship, ability, health, and a multitude
of other factors that can create more exclusion from welfare and cash transfer programs. For
example, there are disproportionately more people who are black and homeless compared with
the general population, yet this research and most research I reference does not target or account
for this demographic disparity (National Alliance to End Homelessness, accessed April 22,
2020). This capstone is intended to fill in a missing link between UCT and homelessness; my
analysis is limited to broad targeting and my definition of homelessness is aligned with San
Deservingness in Welfare Programs:
Connecting Unconditional Cash Transfers and Homelessness

83

Francisco’s which has a massive homeless population. By building the connection between UCT
and homelessness in a broad sense, my hope is that other programs apply this research to future
UCT programs while considering deeper intricacies in personal differences.
My first recommendation is that the SSI program at Tipping Point Community convenes
at the conclusion of shelter-in-place. There are opportunities to learn much about UCT and
homelessness. Already, the SSI program reveals that there are opportunities to investigate UCT
that are overlooked. For decades, people who are homeless in San Francisco and across the
country received SSI benefits. A culture against homelessness is responsible for the absence of
research on their positive impact for homelessness or the retroactive pay that provides a lump
sum. This benefit exists already. What other benefits are people receiving who are homeless
where there is a lack of research? There may be programs that provide cash assistance to people
in poverty, but not to people in the same geographic region who are homeless. This capstone
promotes inclusion of homelessness in more research that investigates cash transfers for people
in poverty, but especially for people who are homeless because there are more barriers for their
inclusion.
This paper is not intended to debate how deservingness is measured. I am making a case
that welfare programs inherently choose who deserves aid, and when they do, homeless people
are most often left out. The quality of deservingness is evidence that welfare programs pass
judgement on which populations should receive aid. Deservingness is a quality that is consistent
with all welfare programs. Certainly, the finite amount of welfare benefits available in national,
state, or local budgets is not enough to widely disburse without some targeting, but the process of
targeting is a subjective element of welfare that is based on cultural perceptions of
deservingness.
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